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Chapter One 

Afghanistan 

Intel-Ops Headquarters 

Forward Operating Base “Name Classified” 


Collogquially known as “FOB BOHICA: Bend Over, Here It 
Comes Again” 


The copter whipped up dust for miles; Mikhail almost 
expected the low arch of 


a Stinger, even in the near dark of the early Afghan 
morning. They were way too far 


in the south to stick out their necks. Mikhail kept telling the 
commander they 


should operate out of Pakistan, but some political reason or 
other was in the way. 


Maybe because Pakistan was an uneasy ally at the best of 
times, and now that it 


was on the verge of civil war, these weren't even remotely 
“good times.” 


The copter touched down. There was always anticipation, a 
nervous tension in 


the air. Mikhail tightened his knuckles around his rifle, the 
water bottle in his 


other hand almost forgotten. Dehydration up here in the 
mountains was a serious 


issue, and his kidneys hurt, reminding him he wasn"t twenty 
anymore. 


He watched soldiers ready the copter for unloading and 
turned back to the 


camp commander. “What | was saying is that without our 
good Muhammad, there 


won't be any cooperation. Of course he wants us to fuck up 
his rivals, but in this 


place, all you get is to choose which devil you deal with.” 


The commander's eyes trailed away from his face, and 
Mikhail considered 


moving so the man had to look at him. 


“That will be all,” the commander said, reminding him that, 
Strictly speaking, 


Mikhail wasn"t part of his outfit. 

And fuck you too, Mikhail thought. 
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He shook his head in a mildly irritated gesture and bit back 
a harsh comment 


when he saw a small group of people head toward the 
commander. Visitors. From 


the looks of them with their security vests and stylish 
sunglasses, civilians or 


spooks. He snarled to himself, hid it behind the bottle, and 
headed toward the mess 


to grab a bite that wasn"t goddamned naan breads—or 
dust, the other thing he"d 


had too much of recently. 


He was never really part of it; military life slid off him like 
water off Teflon. A 


group of soldiers was getting ready to go out. Some chatted, 
reminiscing about their 


homes and lives far away from here. Away. It was always 
about how the hell to get 


away and out of this place. Nobody wanted to be here. Still, 
they stuck around. 


“Mikhail!” 


He paused, turned, saw the spooks and the commander 
standing together ina 


small gaggle, and one guy came toward him. Sam. He 
couldn"t help but smile. He 


looked good. He filled out that Brooks Brothers suit better 
these days, and even 


those pretentious Ray-Ban sunglasses didn"t detract from 
that. 


“Hey, how are you doing?” 


“I"m fine. How are you?” Sam came in and shook Mikhail"s 
hand with both of 


his. 
“Polite answer, debrief, or the wife's letter?” 


Sam laughed. “No details about bowel movements. You look 
tired. Just got 


up?” 


“Just got home.” Mikhail liked that Sam didn"t pull back his 
hand 


immediately. It might be one of those CIA tricks—instill trust 
—but he thought Sam 


really didn"t mind touching him. “Been out in the 
mountains, working for the good 


cause.” 
“Well, yes. Any progress?” 
“You interrupted my debrief.” 


“Looks like I"Il be interrupting your mission here. | have 
something for you.” 
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“You do?” Mikhail shook his head. “And | thought you were 
just being polite.” 


“Not on company time, Mikhail. Sorry. Can | win you over for 
a tea in Bagram 


airport?” 
“Flying immediately?” 
Sam grinned. “Yup.” 


He owed nobody. His intel wasn"t listened to, the 
commander didn"t like him, 


and entertainment was nil in this camp. It was this or the 
mountains. “Let"s go.” 


Bagram Air Base 


Mikhail'"s first order of business—at Sam Dearborn'"s 
suggestion—was to hit 


the nearest shower. Though he normally would have told the 
pompous American to 


shove it up his ass beside that governmental stick he 
sported, Mikhail was only too 


glad to wash the latest layer of mountain shit off him and 
change into the most 


civilian-looking clothes he had. 


When he entered the lounge where he and Sam had parted 
ways earlier, he 


couldn"t suppress the grin that lifted the corners of his lips 
when he saw that the 


American was snacking from a small bag of M&M"s candies. 


Of course, that sight brought to mind something else, 
someone else who loved 


candy in care packages from home. But that was something 
he didn"t want to 


remember just now. 
“There. Clean,” he announced. Only dirty thoughts left. 


He fished a 1.5-liter bottle of still water from his pack—and 
Allah be merciful 


on anybody telling him he couldn't fly with that amount of 
liquid—tore open a small 


foil packet, poured the lemon-flavored electrolytes in the 
bottle, then closed it with a 


thumb and shook it before pushing the foil into his pocket. 
Once Special Forces, 


always Special Forces. He never left any packaging behind. 
He drank, watching 


Sam finish off the candies. Looked like he was about to lose 
the waiting game. 
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“You haven't come to celebrate my birthday with me.” 
Mikhail prodded. 


“Of course | have.” Sam flashed a full-of-shit smile. “Your gift 
is a trip to 


Langley.” 
“Not interested.” 
“You might be once you see D.” 


Mikhail took a long swig of his drink. “I heard he resigned his 
commission.” 


He"d scored a direct hit with that one. Had the firstborn son 
become the family 


disappointment? Now he was more curious than ever to find 
out what had prompted 


tank commander Devon Dearborn to leave the only life he 
knew. 


The CIA operative simply stared for a moment, then pushed 
his chair back. 


“You don"t want this job, I"I] see that you get back to the 
mountains before 


nightfall.” 


Mikhail moved his water bottle from one hand to the other 
and watched the 


American walk toward the door. He wasn"t surprised to see 
the younger man pause 


and then return. He took another long, slow drink of water 
while Sam stopped 


beside him. He capped the bottle and stood, not about to 
give up his height 


advantage. 


“It burns my ass to say this, but | need somebody | know 
who can get the job 


done. And | need somebody | trust implicitly.” 


Mikhail smirked. “I know which part of that equation | am. It 
amuses me to 


wonder how you'll achieve the other.” 
“Don't you owe us a favor?” 


“| paid plenty, Sam.” | paid plenty, he repeated internally, 
looking to the side 


fora moment. “Need somebody to get the job done. Need 
somebody who can walk the 


mountains of Afghanistan with no backup.” It was always 
the same kind of talk. 


They didn"t seem to realize that he excelled at what he did 
not to please anybody or 


make himself indispensable, but because he simply wanted 
to excel. And it wasn"t 


the right brother who stood here asking him for help. 
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“I think we"re about quits.” With that he stepped away until 
Sam Dearborn"s 


softly spoken words slammed into his back. “I hear D asked 
about you not long ago.” 


Mikhail glanced back. “The fuck | care.” 


Sam shrugged and pulled his sunglasses from inside his suit 
jacket. “I saw D"s 


old gunner at a party my parents threw. Said he ran into D 
at a travel plaza in 


Texas last time he was on leave. Said D asked about the old 
crew and wondered if 


they knew whatever hole you crawled into over here.” He 
put on his sunglasses. “My 


flight back is at 1800. There's a seat for you if you change 
your mind.” 


Mikhail watched the annoying operative brush past him, 
then went to buy an 


apple from one of the vending machines lining the far wall. 
He strode back across 


the wide room and stood before a window, finishing the 
apple off in a few precise 


bites. The only thing that remained was the stem, which he 
added to the 


electrolytes wrapper in his pocket. 


A trip away from this hellhole might not be such a bad idea 
after all. 


x KOK 


It wasn"t so much changing his mind as giving in to an urge, 
Mikhail told 


himself. Damned CIA knew him backward; Sam did too. 
Sometimes he wondered 


how much Sam knew about him and D. Had he spied on 
them? Had his brother 


spilled his guts? Or was he guessing? 


He could find Afghan tribal leaders on the warpath; finding D 
wouldn"t be that 


hard by comparison. It didn"t involve bribing or running 
around at a ridiculous 


altitude loaded down with water, evading even more 
ridiculous Yanks who shot 


everything that moved. And Sam did provide him with great 
intel. He wished the 


military intel boys were half as good. What he got when 
they stepped off the 


airplane was a Ssurveillance-camera photo of Devon 
Dearborn standing beside a gas 


pump, talking to his old comrade at a travel plaza in Texas. 
Too blurry to make out 


details—just his build, height, the features of his face, but 
no detail. Much like D 


had become in his mind. A well-worn image that was 
beginning to fade from his 


memory long before he was ready. 
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Mikhail knew he was moving along like a puppet on a string, 
just as expected, 


but he couldn"t resist the lure. It was the best one they 
could have used. 


He hitched a ride with a trucker on the way in, then simply 
waited at the 


travel plaza, filling himself up with the only thing he"d 
missed about America— 


pancakes and peanut butter—keeping an eye on the 
steadily changing crowd. 


x OK OK 


Devon chuckled. The fluffy cat who"d been dozing for the 
past eleven hours on 


the seat beside him perked up as the truck changed lanes. 
She jumped onto D"s lap 


and purred, her soft head nuzzling his hand once he turned 
off I-10 to spend the 


night at the travel stop. 


“Don"t worry, Baby. We'll take a piss, get something to eat, 
and then you can 


settle in and watch your SpongeBob.” 


D"s good humor faded once they exited the truck cab and 
took care of business. 


With Baby waiting patiently outside the door, D glanced 
around the spacious 


restaurant and retail soace. Damn if his old combat senses 
weren't tingling as if an 


enemy had him in his sight. 


The place wasn"t very crowded, and no one seemed out of 
place or even too 


concerned with his presence, barring the two older ladies 
checking him out as they 


paid for their bottled water and granola bars across the way. 
Shaking off the weird 


feeling, D placed his order in the restaurant and sat at the 
counter to watch the 


sports recap on the news while waiting for the food. Still, the 
feeling lingered as he 


ate his two sandwiches and broke up the pieces of grilled 
chicken he"d bought for 


Baby. Finally D gave in and placed a call to his mother to 
make sure all was well 


with his father and younger brother. 


Once the call ended, D decided he must be coming down 
with something. He'd 


probably caught a bug from the illegals who"d loaded him 
up out in LA. Shit, maybe 


he needed to join the border patrol and shove all their asses 
back to Mexico where 


they belonged. 
Risky Maneuvers 
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Baby finished her meat and began to lick herself clean. D 
scooped her up and 


carried her back to the cab of his truck and attached the 
window-mounted control 


module at the stopping station that provided power, Internet 
service, and cable TV. 


He took one of the cartoon DVDs he had stored in the back 
of the truck cab and 


placed it in the player attached to a small television 
mounted on the side wall 


behind the passenger seat. 


He ruffled the cat's furry head. “Knock yourself out, Baby. 
I"m gonna geta 


shower.” 


x OK OK 


Obsessed with his target, Mikhail felt like a stalker. The first 
sight of D had 


hit him in the gut, clenched his stomach, which, with all the 
pancakes inside, nearly 


nauseated him. Look at you, Misha, almost losing your 
dinner over some bastard you 


haven't seen in years. 


But it wasn"t just some bastard. It would have been easy if 
D had been nothing 


else but that. Mikhail wasn"t the type to hanker after a man 
who was just some 


random encounter. And seeing him as a trucker hurt 
somehow. He didn"t look 


unhappy. That rugged, stubbly, self-sufficient look didn"t go 
with unhappy. Who did 


he fuck these days? People hitching a ride? Other truckers? 
Or had he settled down 


and was glad he was on the road all day anyway so he 
didn"t actually have to settle 


down? 


Fuck this, Mikhail thought and followed D when he went 
back. He paused a 


moment when he noticed where D was going. This was 
going to be easy. He slid his 


backpack down and followed, for all intents and purposes 
just another trucker 


heading for a shower. 


He saw D undress, unconcerned with the world, and 
undressed too, smiling to 


himself. This whole training to stalk and move unseen, never 
attracting attention, 


was working out too well. He wanted D to notice him. He 
stepped under the shower 


next to D, teasing himself with the proximity of the wet, 
glistening body he knew so 


well and wanted even more. 
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Soaping his head and torso, Mikhail appraised the younger 
man through his 


peripheral vision. Still taut and toned, D's lean frame was 
visibly strong and well 


muscled, his height a good ten centimeters less than 
Mikhail"s. Perfect for the 


commander of a cramped armored vehicle. 


The dark hair was still cut short, the cascade of water 
glistening on the soap- 


spiked strands as it rolled down over those well-formed 
shoulders, taut back, and 


down across the curve of his firm ass. 


D remained completely oblivious, and Mikhail smiled to 
himself, turned his 


back, and quickly jerked off, his mind filling with memories 
of his cock buried deep 


in Devon Dearborn"s hot mouth. 


The rush of water behind Mikhail lessened, and the sharp 
intake of breath, 


bearing its hint of recognition, was all it took to take him 
over the edge and caused 


him to spill into his hand, the cum washing away while the 
water spray hit his 


back. 
“Fuck. Is that really you?” 


“As if any American has a tattoo like mine,” Mikhail 
responded without 


turning. Instead he reached to shut the water off on his side, 
then spun and lunged 


forward, shoving D into the hard tile wall. Claiming the 
younger man"s mouth with 


his own, he took possession of those lips and conquered D"s 
tongue. 


D"s response told him everything he needed to know. D 
never yielded without 


at least some resistance. They"d wrestled almost more than 
they"d fucked, before or 


after. The hard cock pressing against him told him the most 
fundamental truth of 


all. D wanted. Maybe not him—cocks were notoriously bad 
at ID"ing people, but 


never mind. The crisp taste of D"s mouth was courtesy of 
Wrigley"s, but the feel of 


wet skin and muscle against him drove Mikhail wild. He 
never let his guard down, 


not since he"d been conscripted as a raw recruit, and he 
always kept an eye on his 


Surroundings, but if any man could daze him enough to 
forget everything else, it 


was Devon. 
Risky Maneuvers 
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It seemed that D was yielding. Hands touched his sides, 
traced his hips, slid 


forward to his chest. Then, once D had leverage, the 
American shoved him back 


with both hands, every ounce of strength in the move. 
Mikhail"s hands slipped off 


the wet skin. He took a step back, too surprised to deflect 
the uppercut to his jaw 


that made his teeth click painfully. 


Fuck. He shook his head, dazed, then took another step 
back and moved into a 


defensive stance, hands open before his chest. “Yes, nice to 
see you too,” Mikhail 


growled, still tasting him. 


D"s expression was hard, searing, the time deployed in the 
Iraqi desert lending 


maturity and character to the young man he remembered. 
But something was 


missing as well, that spark of idealism that made him mourn 
his own loss of same. 


What the fuck had happened to him in Baghdad? 


Anger and need twined together in a thick, tight cable and 
coiled through 


Devon as he stepped back and swiped a towel over himself. 
His gaze never left the 


Russian"s as he backed out of the shower to the small locker 
room to retrieve his 


clothing. He didn"t need to look back to know Mikhail leaned 
in the doorway, 


watching as he sat long enough to pull on his boots. The 
power of that stare was 


damn near legendary. He'd seen it stop battle-hardened 
men in their tracks, but it 


didn"t stop him from grabbing his jacket and striding out of 
the shower facilities 


without so much as a fuck-you glance. 


Sneaking up on him like that. He could still feel the smooth 
muscle where he'd 


shoved him. The clean-shaven jaw. He"d always looked 
weather worn, sunburned, 


his light blue eyes surrounded by lines formed from 
squinting against the glare of 


sun reflecting off mountains four or five thousand meters 
above sea level. The short 


pale blond hair masked the fact that he was well on the way 
to turning gray, his 


hair cut in that archetypical Russian style—short and 
combed forward. Big arms 


and shoulders, round from climbing and weight lifting and 
hundreds of daily push- 


ups. He hadn"t changed one bit; flaunting that tattoo hadn"t 
even been necessary. It 
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was a rendering of Ivan Bilibin"s Prince Ivan and the Firebird, 
almost too elegant 


for the Russian, not coarse at all, the last thing anybody 
would have expected ona 


mercenary"s body. The firebird taking flight across Mikhail"s 
left shoulder and Ivan 


reaching for it, about to fall on his ass, his other hand down 
to steady himself on 


Mikhail"s hip bone. He half hoped Mikhail wouldn't follow. 
That the message was 


clear. That the man was too proud to keep pushing. 


He headed back to his truck, determined to get a few 
hundred miles between 


himself and the Russian. 


D wasn't lying in the truck"s sleeping compartment a 
minute before he heard 


the sound of metal scraping metal. Of course a simple lock 
wouldn"t stop the 


Russian. “Can"t you read, asshole? That means you,” he 
shouted, referring to the 


NO LOT LIZARDS decal at the bottom corner of the door 
window. 


The door lock clicked open. Baby arched her back and 
hissed from her perch on 


Devon's stomach. D stroked her fur. “It"s all right, Baby. 
He"s nothing to get worked 


up over.” The cat looked at him as if to ask, You telling that 
to me or yourself? 


He kept staring at the cartoon still playing on the small TV 
as Mikhail climbed 


into the truck cab and then shifted to sit in the passenger 
seat, giving him a clear 


view of the back. D made certain not to smile as his cat and 
Mikhail sized each 


other up with predatory stares. Eventually Baby caved and 
approached, sniffed the 


Russian"s knee, then used him as a climbing post to get to 
the top of the seat, where 


she perched herself to finish watching her show. 


Mikhail gave a short laugh. “That little bug reminds me of 
your brother.” 


“Yeah, he does.” The observation was too perfect, the 
parallel of their thoughts 


once again tugging that invisible bond formed on a deserted 
mountaintop in 


Virginia. Devon finally swung his gaze to meet Mikhail"s. 
“Sam was always plotting 


and scheming and trying to get my ass in trouble when we 
were kids. No one was 


the least bit surprised when he became a spook.” 


Mikhail nodded, then smirked. He pulled a folded white 
envelope from his rear 


pocket and handed it back between the seats. “He sends his 
love.” 
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D"s jaw tensed as he took the letter, the familiar official logo 
on the envelope"s 


corner a painful reminder of broken promises. He tore it 
open to remove the letter— 


the orders—within. “The fuck they are.” Lowering the paper, 
he looked at Mikhail, 


seeing instantly that the contents were no secret. “They"re 
putting me back in 


commission?” He let the paper fall and threw his forearm 
over his eyes. “Fuck that 


shit.” 
“That"s what | told Sam. At first.” 
“How did he rope you in?” 


Mikhail made a noncommittal gesture, like it didn"t matter. 
He never did that 


when it really didn"t matter. “Il swore a sacred oath when 
the CIA got me out back 


in the day. Your brother came with the signature written in 
blood.” He snorted. 


“What else would get me out of fucking Afghanistan?” 


He left that rhetorical question hanging for a moment—and 
it was purely 


rhetorical. Mikhail must be the only foreigner who was 
actually happy in that place. 


“From what little he told me during the stopover in 
Ramstein, it"s a secret mission 


he has lined up for us. Spook shit, hush-hush, totally 
deniable assets. I"m not even 


part of the US military, and you're...pretty deniable now 
too.” He stretched his legs 


out, but there was tension in his face. “Seemingly he wants 
us, and he wants us 


pretty bad for this, so this is one of those jump-how-high 
moments. Everything's 


undisclosed. This is so top secret, | wonder if it"s directly 
authorized by the 


president.” 
“Great.” Devon rubbed his forehead. “Okay.” 


Mikhail looked at him with undisguised surprise. “What? 
You"re doing it?” 


“I said okay, didn't I?” Devon inhaled deeply and blew the 
air out. “My brother 


would have blocked all escape routes anyway.” 
Mikhail grinned. “True.” 
* kx 
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They took turns driving, which meant that they didn"t 
actually spend much 


time talking, which was just as well, thought Mikhail. He too 
had to slowly ease 


himself back into being around people. It was also the best 
way to live in the truck. 


One man sleeping, the other driving, provisioning 
themselves at the plazas on the 


way. It was a double bachelor lifestyle, living on the road, 
with no scheming Afghan 


warlords and no responsibilities but feeding the cat. Mikhail 
found he relaxed 


somewhat. It was almost like back in the army, sharing 
close quarters with a 


comrade, and just a comrade. Whatever else D had been, 
he'd always been a fellow 


soldier and a loyal friend. 


D wasn"t interested in more. Fine, then he wasn't either. 
Mikhail stopped 


pressing. The next move had to come from D. He"d done 
some unpleasant things 


during his life—usually to other people—but forcing an 
unwilling man wasn"t one of 


them. 


They ate into the distance with a single-minded 
determination that seemed so 


very military. Everything was efficient, and Mikhail learned 
fast how to do things. 


He'd driven trucks through the Panjir, besieged from all 
sides by bloodthirsty 


mujahideen. Compared to that, crossing Texas was a walk in 
the park. 


Baby, of course, had the same opportunistic streak as any 
cat. Within a couple 


of days, the white Persian mix was sleeping on his belly with 
the same generous 


majesty that she employed when dealing with D. 


One call to Sam took care of the paperwork, and at the next 
stop, Mikhail 


picked up a full set of ClA-forged papers that made him a 
certified truck driver to 


evade all issues with the freight company when they 
dropped off D"s load on the 


east coast well before they should have arrived. Following 
Sam'"s directive, they took 


the next available flight to Washington. The biggest problem 
was that Baby hated 


the carrier cage and looked decidedly pissed off at being 
confined—in the hold with 


the baggage, no less. 


At Dulles, her yowls of annoyance subsided only when they 
were met outside 


by D"s mother driving a black SUV. Giving the driver's seat 
over to her son, Mrs. 


Risky Maneuvers 
13 


Dearborn sat in the back with Baby, released her from the 
carrier, and began to 


lavish her with a grandmotherly affection. 


“Your father got your uniform out of storage and had it 
cleaned. He said you"d 


be needing it tonight. It"s in your old room at the house.” 


D glanced over to Mikhail with a look that spoke volumes, 
no doubt filled with 


some of the same questions he had. 


Mrs. Dearborn was clearly a savvy Washington wife who 
kept the conversation 


on the journey to Alexandria entertaining yet noncommittal 
and far away from the 


subject of who he was and what brought her son back to the 
fold so suddenly. 


When they arrived at the picturesque white house, D"s 
mother told Mikhail he 


could spend the night in Sam"s old room next to D"s. 


“Should | sweep it for bugs?” Mikhail joked as D led the way 
up. 


“Nah, let him hear you jacking off.” 
“Or me fucking you into the mattress?” 


D stopped at the top of the stairs and gazed down at Mikhail 
three steps below. 


“More like you on your knees sucking me dry. I"m sure he 
set up video too.” 


Shaking his head, Mikhail continued up, brushing his bigger 
body against D"s 


as he came up alongside. He leaned in to whisper, “You 
taking it up the ass and 


begging for more like you did that first time.” 


Risky maneuver—D'"s eyes flashed with anger. Fuck, if they 
both weren't so 


goddamned proud, they could have been fucking an hour 
after meeting again. 


Nevertheless, the images worked, judging by D"s dilated 
pupils and the size of the 


package in his pants. Mikhail couldn"t help remembering 
what it felt like—whether 


fucking him or being fucked by him, it didn"t matter at this 
juncture. They"d 


traveled that road the last time near the Afghan border and 
had never really come 


back. 


He headed into the room that was to be his for the night, 
just managing to set 


down his backpack near the bed when a shove sent him 
sprawling facedown on the 
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mattress. “Stay there.” D locked the door behind them and 
followed, then knelt 


between Mikhail"s legs and rubbed his crotch against 
Mikhail"s jeans-clad ass. “I"m 


not the only one who begs for more.” 


No, you"re not, Mikhail thought, desire racing through him. 
He could fight, of 


course. There was no doubt he could fight D off, but he 
didn"t want to. He"d been 


ready for this for too long, and he knew it would be 
completely worth it. He helped 


D with pulling down his jeans and boxers, laughing 
tonelessly when they were left 


only halfway down his thighs, just baring his ass. Bastard. 
“You in a hurry?” 


D"s hands opened his own belt. Mikhail could hear the 
buckle, then the zip. He 


glanced over his shoulder, saw D freeing his hard cock, and 
he wanted that cock so 


bad it hurt. 


Like most Americans, D was cut, and there were some 
advantages to that. A 


blunting of sensations among them, but it also seemed 
naked, vulnerable, gorgeous 


to him. Good size too—not monstrous, but he imagined 
some people struggled 


taking it. 


“Lube"s...in my pocket,” he advised, hearing D chuckle. 
Okay, so D had just 


waited for a spoken admission that he wanted to get fucked. 
Bastard. That pride 


coiled inside him. Great timing, Misha, on all fours with your 
pants down and on the 


bed. 


D"s long, strong fingers fished into Mikhail"s pocket and 
retrieved the little 


packet. “Take everything off,” he ordered, his deep voice on 
the edge of quaking with 


his need and the hunger that stormed in his rich brown 
eyes. 


As he did, D did the same, stripping off his checked button- 
down, then the T- 


shirt, next jerking out the laces from his boots and letting 
them hit the floor with a 


thud before shoving down his jeans and shorts and kicking 
them aside. 


Mikhail retook his earlier position, the old bed creaking 
beneath the added 


weight as D climbed on. Looking back, he watched D tear 
the packet open with his 


teeth and drip the lube into his palm before slathering it 
over his swollen cock. He 


swiped the crack of Mikhail"s ass to remove the excess lube 
from his fingers. 
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“Fuck you,” D growled, gripping Mikhail"s hips. 


He buried himself with one sharp thrust, and a sear of pain 
morphed into 


pleasure in record time. Mikhail had never been much for 
enjoying the receiving 


end, but shit, it felt good to have Devon Dearborn buried to 
the hilt inside him. He 


exhaled a half moan when D pulled back and slammed it 
home once more before 


settling down to business and riding his ass fast and hard. 


And God, he was good. That savage fucking was exactly 
what he"d wanted, 


what they were both good at. Pitting strength and 
endurance against each other, 


knowing how much the other could take. And Mikhail could 
take D fine. He needed 


both hands to steady himself, aware of the creaking bed 
frame. The way D rocked 


them both with every thrust, transmitting his strength into 
Mikhail"s body, giving 


him everything he had, Mikhail couldn't help but open 
farther, wanting more, 


angling his back to get this exactly right. 


All thought blurred from the pleasure—just washed away— 
and he cared about 


nothing else but getting soundly fucked with all that pent-up 
anger and years of 


resentment behind every thrust. Safety didn"t even figure 
with D. He trusted D with 


more than his health or life, but he still struggled to make 
no sound that would 


draw unwanted attention, even when the desire reached 
fever pitch. He grasped his 


own cock, dropped on his elbow to steady himself enough, 
and began jerking off. 


Suddenly he felt D"s hand firm on his, as if to help him jerk 
off, and that gesture 


was So intimate it almost blew his mind. 


He groaned, feeling sweat run down his face and onto the 
pillows, his whole 


body tensing with impending climax. He pushed back with 
force, meeting every 


thrust. Fuck his pride. Fuck D. 


D hit the edge first. His body went stiff, his cock pulsing in 
the tight confines 


of Mikhail"s ass. Mikhail came with a final stroke, his seed 
spraying out like the 


automatic rounds from an AK-74. He collapsed forward when 
D"s hand slid over his, 


picking up the hot, sticky cum. 
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He exhaled sharply when D pulled free and straddled his 
hips, his hands 


resting palm down on the base of Mikhail"s spine. He traced 
his damp index finger 


along Czarevitch Ilvan"s leg and up across his arm to where 
the firebird took flight. 


Surely he was imagining this intimacy. Shit, he was getting 
old. Wanting to fill 


the void in his soul he"d refused to acknowledge the better 
part of his forty-six years. 


With a random caress, D breathed a soft sigh and rose from 
the bed. 


Mikhail rolled over onto his back. D was simply standing and 
studying him. 


What was going on behind those soulful eyes? What 
thoughts filled that head? He 


wasn't in a position to decipher it; the buzz from the sexual 
high wrapped his brain 


in several blankets. One reason why sex was a problem. It 
pushed his guard down. 


What to ask? What to say? 


He pushed himself up into a seated position and leaned his 
shoulders against 


the wooden headboard of the bed, watching D, being 
studied in return. Naked this 


time—no pretenses, no uppercuts—but far from the truth. 
He was about to open his 


mouth and say something like “the bed"s large enough” 
when D broke from his 


frozen state and slipped back into his trousers, gathered his 
clothes in one arm, and 


was out of the door. 


Mikhail bit down on those words. They had slept in the same 
bed a few times, 


but that had been then and this was now. A couple of times 
they"d been drunk, had 


even once been comfortable enough to sleep close, 
sometimes awaking to have sex. 


Wild nights fucking and getting fucked, blowing, swallowing 
—the whole program. 


But that was it. The feelings were that of one comrade to 
another, and Mikhail 


had never made a secret of the fact he was gay. He"d 
hidden long enough, and it had 


very nearly destroyed him, but he"d never been entirely 
sure about D. Straight guy 


taking opportunities, or bisexual guy taking what he could? 
He didn't know. He 


hadn"t cared for a long time, then had cared and forced 
himself to not betray his 


game. And then when things might have turned serious, D 
had walked out on him, 


just vanished. Just sex, then. Fine. 
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Chapter Two 


D dropped his balled-up clothing in his room, then headed 
out to the gym 


above the three-car garage. First free weights, then bench. 
He pumped iron until 


sweat dripped from his hair, then turned his nervous energy 
to the large bag 


hanging from the ceiling. He wrapped his knuckles with 
white tape, then pounded 


the bag with punch after punch to subdue his fractured 
thoughts. 


Fuck Mikhail Volkov. Smug bastard. Fuck that little soook 
Sam and his 


“assignment.” Fuck his politically minded father who'd 
obviously been sticking his 


fingers into nasty pies. Fuck. Fuck. Fuck. The US. Fucking. 
Army. 


His arms aching from the pounding, his fists sore and stiff, 
he stilled the bag 


and leaned against it, the leather smooth and cool against 
his hot flesh. He closed 


his eyes, knowing full well that the memory he"d been 
pushing away since he"d 


stepped off the battlefield was going to show itself in vivid, 
gut-spilling color. 


The run into Baghdad, the kick-ass adrenaline high that 
came with barreling 


down Highway 8 in command of his Abrams, the insanity of 
all hell surrounding 


him and his crew from that day on. 


The most insane thing happened later. A girl from the 
museum dashed toward 


the square where they parked awaiting further orders, her 
black ponytail flailing as 


she ran, a U Penn sweatshirt held aloft, a white flag pinned 
to one sleeve. 


In perfect English she begged them to come, to scare away 
the looters. She 


cried for the ancient artifacts, all that remained of her 
people"s ancient culture from 


the cradle of civilization. She babbled about an emerald 
tablet and begged him to 


take it to safety as he"d promised he would months before. 
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D had never in his life laid eyes on her and hadn't had a 
fucking clue what her 


deal was. He"d almost let his gunner shoot the crazy bitch, 
but something in her 


eyes said she recognized him—or was perhaps confusing 
him with someone else. 


They went, dispersed the looters, and reported to base. A 
few nights later he 


was pulled away from his crew to lead a detail to retrieve 
some of the stolen goods. 


Surprisingly one of little brother Sam"s spook buddies was 
along for the ride. The 


suspected looters were hauled off, but among them was the 
museum curator, those 


pretty eyes full of fear and betrayal as she tried to retake 
the emerald tablet, only to 


be shoved back at gunpoint. 


The woman went wild, shrieking in both English and Arabic. 
She tried to 


lunge for D. Cursed him for breaking his promise. She spit at 
him, and the spook 


shot her, then disappeared into the night with his prize 
while D had to supervise 


the grunts cataloging and taking the other artifacts back to 
base. 


He couldn"t believe he hadn'"t realized it. She thought he 
was his brother. What 


the fuck did museum shit have to do with Saddam or the 
Taliban or any reason they 


were there? 


In the weeks and months that followed, he"d begun to 
question his role. He 


questioned his career choice every time he gave the order 
to fire, every time he read 


an article or heard a soldier complain about the failure of 
the US Army to protect 


anything but the oil ministry. 


He heard that curator"s shriek echo in his head at night, and 
he wondered how 


that selective-looting shit was protecting the States. What 
the fuck did some tablet 


have to do with invading a country ruled by a guy who had 
delusions of being, in 


turns, Xerxes and Hitler? 


The questions and uncertainty had eaten away at him, kept 
him from working 


efficiently, thus endangering the lives of his crew. Never 
mind the other stuff. 


Mikhail Volkov, of course, had no such compunctions. The 
Russian had no 


home, no loyalty, no duty; he was a mercenary in all senses 
of the word. And he 


hadn"t changed a bit in six years. Mikhail cared first about 
himself, his needs, his 
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bank account, and about keeping his head down when the 
higher-ups made their 


move. Of course Sam would have some dirt on the Russian, 
some nasty secret or 


other, to get him to keep playing ball. Signed in blood 
indeed. 


D let go of the punching bag and grimaced. Seemed Sam 
had decided he"d 


taken enough time off. The little soook thought of 
everybody else as a resource 


ready to be exploited. Or maybe he"d done what he thought 
was “best” for Devon. 


Why else send Mikhail? Why else give him some mission? 
Maybe something to ease 


him back into the uniform full-time, and his father embraced 
it, of course. 


He went for a shower in the bathroom near Sam"s room and 
cleaned up. He 


paused in front of the closed door when he exited. No 
sounds, no light. Mikhail was 


asleep. Damn him. 


Devon plopped onto his bed and stared up at the ceiling. 
Who was he trying to 


shit? It had been good hooking up with Mikhail again. Better 
than good, but damn if 


he was going to let that get under his skin too. 


He wondered briefly if that little shit Sam really did have the 
bedrooms wired. 


D didn"t give a fuck, but he knew he'd love to see the look 
on his father's face if he 


ever saw it. How many times had he railed about 
“goddamned faggots trying to ruin 


this man’s army’? It sure would put a wrench in his political 
aspirations, wouldn"t 


it? Bastard deserved it anyway. 


D was still lying there, not thinking but simply being, when 
his mom knocked 


on the door and poked her head in. “Your father's sending a 
car for you in an hour. 


Can you let Mr. Volkov know?” 
D sat up and ran his hand through his hair. “Sure.” 


Baby trotted in and leaped onto his lap for her long-overdue 
bit of male 


attention. “Hey, Mom, | may have to go away for a while. 
Can you keep Baby for me 


till | get back?” 


“Of course,” she said with a smile before leaving, her eyes 
holding that look 


she'd always tried to hide when he and his father left for 
deployment or when Sam 


disappeared for any length of time. 
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D sat with his cat for a bit more, then put on his dress 
uniform and went 


across to Mikhail"s room. True to form, the smug bastard let 
out a wolf whistle and 


rubbed his hand across his dick. 
“You"re so hot, my capitan.” 


D threw his beret at the older man's head but regretted it 
instantly when 


Mikhail placed it over his dick and commenced to jack off. 
He rushed forward, 


grabbed the hat, and was caught off guard. Mikhail knocked 
him off balance and 


pinned him to the mattress, then unexpectedly delivered a 
long, slow kiss. 


No time for that, as much as he wanted it. Getting the 
damned Russian out of 


bed, showered, and in some semblance of presentability 
before the car arrived would 


be hard enough without fucking him first. They could hardly 
get in the car smelling 


of sex. “We're being picked up in half an hour.” 


“Hmmm, | don"t care.” Mikhail kissed him again, deeper but 
just as slow, as 


intense, gradually robbing him of breath. The thought of 
what would happen if his 


mother came to check on them and ask if they wanted 
anything to eat or drink 


made him push Mikhail aside. “Shower. Get dressed. Now.” 


“I'll finish here first.” Mikhail continued to stroke himself 
idly, and D couldn'"t 


help but watch. Damn. Blowing him would probably be 
faster, but if he did that, 


he"d need the same service in return. 


“Just lock the door. | Know you want it.” 


Yeah, right, have a US Army captain in full dress on his 
knees. Dream on. 


“Twenty minutes, downstairs. Don't be late.” 
“Or else?” 
D snorted and left. Damn, that was close. 


x OK OK 


“Well, don"t you clean up nice?” D asked when Mikhail 
trotted down the stairs 


in the suit his father had dropped off earlier, no doubt 
courtesy of the CIA. Devon 
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let his gaze sweep up and down the tall, buff Russian. Yeah, 
that definitely had 


Sam"s stamp all over it. Prissy, designer-mad little shit. 


He silenced the nagging internal voice that asked how Sam 
had gotten 


Mikhail"s measurements, because that wasn"t a suit straight 
off the rack. It fit too 


damned well. 


And looked so damned fine. 


Fuck Sam for having the eye to choose the perfect style and 
colors. 


Mikhail didn"t even have a chance to sit before the doorbell 
chimed, 


announcing their ride. And what a comfortable ride it was, 
including a military 


driver who snapped a crisp salute that made D almost miss 
the old days. 


Almost. 


Mikhail muttered something in Russian under his breath 
when the car turned 


onto Pennsylvania Avenue and proceeded to the White 
House gate. 


“Hoo-fucking-ya, didn"t we hit the big time?” D said. 


“Told you.” Mikhail grinned, always pleased when he was 
right, then adjusted 


his tie. Devon wondered if Mikhail actually knew how to 
wear a tie, but then, he'd 


been part of the whole Soviet war machine back in the late 
eighties, so scrubbing up 


nice and kissing cheeks had to have been natural once. 
“Looks like we'll get well 


fucked now.” 


“Why's that?” 


“| prefer low profile.” Mikhail glanced outside, eyes narrow. 
“Your brother is 


probably shitting himself with glee.” 


They were ushered inside by guards and aides, taken 
through back corridors 


and down an elevator and a few more corridors, and finally 
arrived in a room with a 


dark wooden oval table polished to perfection. A video 
conference was being set up 


by some aides. Some top brass was already seated. 
Whatever this was, “high profile” 


was a euphemism. 
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D snapped a crisp salute when his father and the other 
brass took notice. 


“Captain Dearborn reporting as ordered, sir.” 


With a cursory return of the salute, his father gestured to 
two chairs set apart 


from the table. “You two sit there.” 


It wasn't long before they had to rise to greet the rest of the 
briefing 


participants, including the joint chiefs, the secretaries of 
state and defense, and the 


commander in chief himself. And of course, Sam was there, 
clearly reveling in being 


his boss"s right-hand spook. The British ambassador was 
present as well. 


Interesting. 


The president looked at his watch. “Can we get this thing 
started? I"ve got a 


full schedule tonight. And I"m sure Prime Minister Brown 
would like to get to sleep 


at a decent hour.” 
Polite chuckles made the rounds, and the briefing began. 


One aide stepped in front of a projector. “Gentlemen, to 
quickly reiterate, the 


situation at Millennium Ground has recently taken a turn for 
the worst. 


Millennium Ground, of course”—he glanced toward D and 
Mikhail—“being the site 


of extraterrestrial activity in New Mexico we have been 
watching for a number of 


years. The life-forms we encountered there have so far 
proven to be nonhostile.” 


A click on an elegant silver remote, and the image switched 
to a rocky desert 


landscape. “However, a group of joint US-British scientists 
received clearance to 


attempt contact and set out on that task three weeks ago.” 
His face turned even 


graver. “I"m afraid we haven't heard from them since. All 
modes of communication 


were cut. In addition, since then, activity by the 
extraterrestrials has increased, and 


we assume there is some reason for agitation. It"s becoming 
somewhat difficult at 


the moment to cover up all sightings. Eventually some kind 
of action needs to be 


taken.” 

“Certainly not,” the British prime minister broke in. 
The American brass agreed. 
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“It"s too soon, too touchy,” D"s father said. 


Too close to you wanting to retire and take that senate seat, 
D thought. But 


damn. Extraterrestrials? What the fuck was this? A reality-TV 
remake of 


Independence Day? Shit. He had overheard a couple of 
zoomies one time talking 


about seeing some weird shit in the skies during Desert 
Storm, but he"d figured 


they"d blown off course and flown a little too low over some 
Afghan poppy fields. 


ETs? Fuck. He turned to look at Mikhail. Of course the prick"s 
face was typically 


stoic Russian. 


Heartwarming to see the top brass bitch and discuss several 
options, often 


disagreeing strongly with each other. The spook faction just 
provided evidence; it 


was the military that disagreed on the best course of action. 
Eventually the 


president spoke up. “Gentlemen, | believe the best way 
forward from here is to 


gather more intelligence. Following the suggestions from the 
CIA, sending in a few 


good men to retrieve the scientists makes sense. Especially 
if they have had 


extensive training in search-and-rescue operations and can 
be trusted, like these 


two.” The president looked at them both in turn. “Good 
luck.” 


x OK OK 


The brass discussed some more options. The bickering was 
mostly about why 


the hell these two were chosen and not some top-notch 
Delta, Special Forces, or 


USMC types, but Mikhail thought it was as clear as it could 
be. At the very least, if 


things went wrong, the whole operation could be denied. 
They"d acted on their own 


behalf, former military, a pair of adventurers with deniable 
ties to the intelligence 


service. Great. The politicos headed off to attend a 
diplomatic function, and Sam 


came forward and ushered them outside. 
“You just got it from the horse"s mouth.” 


“What the fuck did we get, Sammy? A one-way ticket to the 
Twilight Zone?” D 


asked once they hit the stairwell at the end of the hall. 
“What kind of crack are you 


on?” 


“It"s real,” Mikhail said quietly as they ascended the metal 
steps. 
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D stopped dead to look down at him, holding everyone up 
as a result. “Go on.” 


Mikhail waved his question off. “We'll talk later.” 


D shook his head and continued up. When they reached the 
door, Sam handed 


his brother a credit card. “For supplies.” He pulled out a 
business card with the 


name of a weapons shop. “Go here. Pick out whatever you 
guys think you'll require. 


Nothing bulky. No need to pay. Just give him this card.” 


“I always fancied my own cloak and dagger,” Mikhail said 
with a wink to D. 


Though the younger man muttered, “Asshole,” there was no 
denying the 


amusement in those brown eyes. 
Was it foolish to miss those rare laughs they"d shared? 


“There will be another briefing with the particulars. The 
paperwork, details on 


the scientists, as much information as we have on the site.” 


“Millennium Ground?” Mikhail shook his head. “I"ll take this 
credit card to the 


Four Seasons. We'll book a presidential suite and then get 
to work. Just join us for 


the planning in the morning. You can pick us up via helipad 
and take us wherever 


you want. When are we flying?” 


“Twenty-four hours.” 


“That"s enough. And shouldn"t be too expensive.” Mikhail 
grinned. 


Sam shook his head. “With this level of clearance, we"re 
even paying for 


Strippers and call girls.” 


“You should know by now that I have no use for paid 
females. Even call boys 


get old.” 
Sam coughed. 


Mikhail gave D a knowing look as Sam quickly turned away 
to open the door. 


He probably did have his old room wired for sound and 
video. The same military 


guard who had ushered them in escorted them out. Mikhail 
noticed the arrogant set 


of D"s broad shoulders and the gleam of pride in his eyes 
when this guard and the 


ones outside snapped their salutes. 
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Without the six-year interruption, D would probably be a 
lieutenant colonel 


now and well on his way up the ranks. Being an officer 
suited him, just as being a 


mercenary beholden to no one man and no one country 
suited Mikhail himself. 


Outside the gates, D turned. “Walking"Il take half an hour. If 
we grab a cab, 


about five minutes.” 


Mikhail grinned and leaned in to whisper. “My choice 
depends on how fast you 


want to get me back in bed.” 


He laughed when the sucker punch sent him reeling back 
into the iron fence 


Surrounding the presidential residence. 
“Is there a problem, sir?” one of the gate guards called. 
“Carry on,” D growled before stalking off. 


After a brisk fifteen minutes D must have burned off his 
anger, for he glanced 


back and slowed his pace for Mikhail to catch up. Of course 
Mikhail took his 


leisurely time and closed in when he was good and ready. 


“You know it"s inevitable. We"ll be fucking again before the 
night is through.” 


D glared, those gorgeous eyes of his blazing with pent-up 
passion he'd never 


admit to. “How about | shove my KA-BAR up your ass, then 
cut your balls off and 


feed them to Baby?” 


Mikhail sniffed his disdain. “My balls are too old and tough. 
That animal of 


yours fancies herself a czaritsa. She"d prefer caviar.” 


D"s anger melted into laughter. “Yeah, she would.” He took 
off his hat and ran 


his fingers through his hair. 


And damn it all to Kiev and back, Mikhail wanted to do the 
same. 


“Tell me this shit is real. Tell me I"m not dreaming you"re 
here and my 


dumbass little brother is really sending us to look for fucking 
green men from 


Mars.” 


Mikhail slapped D on the back and let his hand slide over 
and linger where D"s 


shoulder tattoo was, a band bearing Death Before Dismount 
Superimposed on an 
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American flag. “It's all too real, my friend.” He gave D"s 
back another light slap. 


“Come on. Let"s put room service to work feeding us.” 


x KOK 


“Ah, happy days,” said Mikhail, stretching out his arms as if 
he were coming 


home and was about to embrace the presidential suite. 
“You been here before?” 


“ĮI loved this place while | was gunrunning for the CIA.” 
Mikhail grinned. 


“Can"t fault them for scrimping. If they want some pocket 
dictator outfitted in style, 


they do what it takes.” He located the room menu, took the 
phone, and ordered 


them grilled swordfish steaks with rice and steamed 
vegetables and salads to “adda 


bit of color.” 


D shook his head. Seemingly there was nothing the Russian 
hadn't done. 


Sometimes he was just glad that Mikhail was in the pocket 
of the ClA—but he did 


wonder how much of that was delusion on the CIA"s part. 


He watched Mikhail take a short tour of the suite, which was 
configured with 


two bedrooms. Another one was available, they"d been told. 
Sam had probably set it 


up like that—in complete denial of the fact that Mikhail was 
right and they would 


be fucking before the night was through. But it was nice to 
know that he could put a 


couple of doors between himself and the Russian if the need 
arose. Need arose. What 


a shitty way to put it. 
“Now what about the green men?” 


“Tenacious. | like that.” Mikhail grinned at him. “It"s been 
hushed up. Even / 


know of your Roswell, and a hundred years ago, 1908 or 
thereabouts, something 


flattened a lot of Siberian forest in a place called Tunguska. 
They say it was a 


comet, but there's a lot that points to either an alien 
weapon or maybe a spaceship 


exploding.” 
“Such as?” 
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“Well, some of the stuff that the CIA was really keen on 
when I...left the 


motherland was the stuff | could give them about the 
Tunguska event. Witness 


reports, scientific examination, and of course the list of 
names of people who had to 


be liquidated to hush it all up. Long story short, Russia"s 
finest are still puzzling 


over some of the wreckage, which is locked away so deep 
and dark that there are 


more myths than anything else.” 
“Are you on that list?” 


“No, they never traced me past the guy who gave me the 
papers. I"m just a 


„rogue element."” 


And why was that erotic? D took off his cap, determined to 
ignore the sexual 


craving at least until room service arrived. Food first. Coffee 
and water on an empty 


stomach didn"t last him very long. “Who else is in on it? The 
Brits, the Russians, 


and our side?” 


“Ever wondered how China went from a nation of blue Mao 
clones to a space- 


faring nation in a generation?” Mikhail lifted an eyebrow. 
“Apart, of course, from 


industrial espionage on a vast scale.” 


“You say they have something?” 


“There was an incident over the Taklamakan Desert not too 
long ago. Like 


twenty-five years.” 


“So our aliens aren"t just everywhere. They"re also god- 
awful pilots?” 


Mikhail shrugged his big shoulders, and Devon had to force 
himself to stop 


picturing the way that firebird tat was rippling with the 
motion beneath the crisp 


white shirt and brushed cotton T-shirt. 


“Aliens. Fuck.” He got up from the plush sofa and paced 
before the bank of 


windows overlooking the Chesapeake and Ohio Canal. His 
eyes strayed to the sky 


as he wondered what the hell lurked there and what the 
fuck they were getting 


themselves into. He paused long enough near the far right 
window to rip a long, 


thin leaf from the potted palm in the corner. 
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He paced a few steps back, then stopped and turned to look 
at Mikhail, who 


was nonchalantly leaning back on one of the three grouped 
sofas, his feet propped 


up on the gleaming square wooden table before him. How 
could the smug bastard be 


so fucking calm about this? A/iens, for fuck"s sake. 
Goddamned outer-space aliens! 


Systematically he tore the leaf to shreds, letting the pieces 
fall to dot the pale 


geometric pattern of the mud brown carpet. The knock on 
the door signaling room 


service came before he could move to confront the Russian. 


“Be a good boy and get that, since you"re up,” Mikhail said 
without looking. 


“Smug fucker,” D muttered. 
“Correct on both counts, dushen’ka.” 


The unexpected term of endearment made D pause and 
look back. Now 


Mikhail was looking at him, that icy stare of his hitting D low 
and hard. Another 


discreet knock on the door made D suppress the fire in his 
gut and admit the server. 


The waiter placed the food on one end of the long black 
dining table. 


D slid his hand into his pocket with the intention of giving 
the waiter a tip 


when the little spook pulled a locked attaché from beneath 
the cloth on the serving 


cart and brought it forward. 


“This doesn't leave your sight until Sam takes it back 
tomorrow.” He flashed a 


smarmy smile. “Bon appétit.” 


D took the attaché, mentally cursing the grinning CIA shit 
who swaggered out. 


He turned his attention back to Mikhail, who was taking the 
metal covers off the 


dinner plates. “Maybe we should go out for pizza,” he said, 
only half joking. “They 


probably put some time-release poison in that shit.” 


Mikhail shook his head. “They save that for our welcome- 
home dinner. | 


wouldn"t discount some nanotech chip or other this time 
out.” With that he gingerly 


popped a grape tomato from one of the salad plates into his 
mouth. 


Risky Maneuvers 
29 


D was flustered trying to open the attaché, then saw two 
fields and pressed his 


thumbs on them, which released the lock. Inside were 
papers, photos, and lots of 


intel that they now had time to piece together. 


“Not before dinner,” Mikhail said around biting another 
tomato into two 


halves, which made juice almost run down his chin. Messy 
eater, or deliberately 


trying to get him to imagine licking it off him. He succeeded. 
Mikhail popped the 


other half into his mouth and chewed with obvious delight. 
“Best thing about the 


States. You can eat raw vegetables without getting the 
shits.” He came over, eyeing 


D. “Change into something more comfortable...wouldn"t 
want to deface that 


uniform, right?” 
“Maybe I"ll deface your suit.” 


“You're welcome to it. Found it challenging to sit on my ass 
for so long.” 


Mikhail grinned, showing all his sharp teeth. A man who'd 
lived so rough and had 


got hit so often shouldn"t have such good teeth. 


“What happened to your ear?” 


Mikhail reached up and felt the scarred cartilage. 
“Somebody stomped on my 


head. The ear gave first. Then he gave.” He shook his head, 
looking thoughtful for 


several long moments before he headed to the wardrobe to 
take off his suit jacket. 


He was rolling up his shirtsleeves when he came back. D 
relented and took off the 


uniform jacket. They would be fucking before the night was 
up; as always, Mikhail 


had everything set up, and he very nearly always got what 
he wanted. Lucky they 


wanted the same thing. 
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“Ah, now it all becomes clear.” Mikhail lifted the photo he"d 
been studying. 


Satellite and spy-plane images, crisp like art shots, but 
totally soulless. “They got 


me because of the territory. There are some parallels with 
Tora Bora.” 


“And?” 


“And | was involved in getting some comrades out before 
your side bombed the 


whole place to hell...doing not a lot of damage.” Mikhail 
smiled. “As your very 


attractive young president said, extensive experience in 
search and rescue.” 


D snorted at him, as if to tell him that the jealousy game 
didn"t work. 


“Anyway, all this should set us up beautifully. Amazing what 
your side can get 


when it really tries. This is the entrance to the upper base. 
The stuff in the suitcase 


are IDs and perfectly legit papers that will get us in there as 
security of a nice CIA- 


or NSA-fronted outfit that employs men who know how to 
keep things quiet. And 


those are surveillance reports. Almost everything they have 
on the area. I"ve gone 


into worse places with less information.” 


“Sammy was always anal about the little details,” D said. He 
took the empty 


plates and covers from the opposite end of the table and 
stacked them neatly onto 


the serving cart. 


Mikhail leaned his chair back and grinned when D turned 
and shot him a look. 


“What?” 


Mikhail shook his head. “Just trying to figure out where 
brother Sam's anal 


qualities come from.” 


“Have you fucked him?” D blurted, clearly surprised the 
words had slipped out. 
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The laughter exploding from Mikhail sent his balance off, 
and the chair 


crashed to the floor with him in it. His ass wasn"t terribly 
bruised, but the condition 


of the chair"s back was another matter. He pulled himself up 


and walked round the 


table to close the gap between himself and the younger 
man. 


“Enough games and evasive maneuvers, dushen"ka. Come 


here.” 


He sensed D"s desire warring with his stubborn pride, but of 


course desire won 


out in the end. At least D didn"t punch him this time, and he 


didn"t run away either. 


They were getting positively cozy now. He traced his lips 
along the strong muscle at 


the side of D"s neck. 


“Sam'"s only attraction to me is that he looks a bit like 
you...” Mikhail 


murmured tonelessly. Maybe offering too much information, 
but then, D knew what 


effect he had on him. So many things he wanted to ask. Are 
you jealous? Whom else 


have you fucked in the last six years? Ever miss me? 


It didn"t seem like D had anybody else at the moment, 
which, he thought, came 


as a Strange kind of relief. “Still so tense,” he commented, 
then slid down D"s body 


to settle on his knees before the younger man. He licked his 
lips, stroked his thighs, 


but nothing else. Eye to groin, he noticed D getting hard, or 
more accurately, getting 


harder. Before D could take his head and force him closer, 
he brushed his face 


against the bulge, then traced it with his teeth, making D 
gasp. “I want,” he said in 


an almost conversational tone, “to suck you off, D. Then I'll 
get you on the bed and 


make sure you've recovered enough to shout my name 
when | fuck your prim 


captain ass. Maybe I"Il do that in the bathtub. | haven"t 
quite made up my mind 


yet.” Mikhail reached for D"s belt. 


“Misha, wait,” D whispered hoarsely. He gripped Mikhail"s 
shoulder and 


tugged upward. 


The tone, the need behind D"s pronunciation of “Misha” 
damn near took 


Mikhail"s breath away. He wanted to fight it, probably 
needed to fight the emotion 


awakening deep inside him. 

But he couldn't. 
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Maybe later, but not just now. And now was all that 
mattered. 


His dick straining against the fly of his shorts and trousers, 
D seized a handful 


of Mikhail"s shirt and pulled him up for a kiss. As if ina 
battlefield skirmish, they 


each struggled to take control, bodies hot and hard, 
constricted by their clothing, 


wanting closer contact, needing to feel flesh on flesh. 


D broke for air, and Mikhail shot him a victor"s grin, then 
sank to his knees 


again to claim his spoils. The goddamned Russian didn"t 
hesitate, didn"t pause, just 


went straight for his dick. True to his word, he freed him and 
took him into his 


mouth, pretty far and fast on his first try, then deeper, 
giving himself no quarter 


either. D had to steady himself with both hands on the table, 
then barely 


remembered to touch him, and ran his hands along 
Mikhail"s face, tracing the lips 


that encircled his dick. God, this was good, and the look 
from the pale eyes added 


another layer of pleasure. 


Mikhail placed a hand on the table to steady himself as D 
pushed deeper, 


throat tight and hot around him, taking him with no 
reservations, even real hunger. 


Part of Mikhail's charm was the way he enthusiastically 
pursued sex. There was no 


jadedness about him in bed, just a single-minded 
determination to get what he 


wanted and to get them both off. 


D almost choked on a breath when Mikhail got all of him, to 
the root. Oh God. 


He gently rocked his hips, and Mikhail only encouraged him 
by kneading his balls. 


Just right. Just so right. D groaned, struggling not to fuck his 
throat hard, but 


Mikhail"s movements slowly wrested control from him. He 
just wanted to get off, 


wanted Mikhail to take everything, wanted Mikhail. Just him. 


Oh, fuuuuuck. He wanted to hold off, wanted to feel that hot 
mouth 


surrounding him, those rough, strong hands touching him 
forever, but it was 


useless. He was so close, his cum like the inside of an IED 
primed and humming, 


waiting to blow everything to shit. 
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He centered his weight to steady his rapidly weakening 
knees and caressed 


Mikhail"s face. “Misha...do it. Don"t make me wait... 
Please.” 


A sound vibrated around his cock, but D didn"t know if it 
was agruntora 


laugh or something else, and he didn"t care. He gripped 
Mikhail"s head and held 


him still as the pleasure hit him and his cum shot harder 
than it had before. 


D drew in his breath when Mikhail finished sucking him dry 
and let his dick 


Slide from between his lips. He shivered when the cooler air 
of the room hit his 


moist, hot skin. 


Mikhail stood and swallowed, a smug glint in his eyes. 
“There"s more where 


that came from,” he said, then suddenly grabbed D"s neck 
and pulled him into a 


tight hug. No kissing, just holding. The whole man was rigid 
with tension, no doubt 


because he was rock hard in those tailored pants. 


Surprised at Mikhail"s move, D placed an arm around him. 
He wasn't sure 


what was going on inside the Russian, but D was more than 
willing to hold him. 


Especially with his knees so weak. 


Who are you trying to shit? 


Who indeed. Yeah, this was unexpected and weird, 
especially coming from the 


living embodiment of a big, mean Cossack, but it felt good. 
More than good. 


D"s thoughts flashed images of his father's oft-felt slaps to 
the head and the 


admonishment “stop fucking overthinking shit!” So he 
wound his free arm around 


Mikhail"s waist and savored the moment. 


Breathing him in, holding him... God, after six years. It was 
so easy to delude 


himself that they were more than buddies. Reluctantly 
Mikhail moved away, 


needing a moment to gather his thoughts and feelings. He 
stepped back, keeping 


himself from tugging D back in. That would have been a few 
steps too far. “I made 


up my mind. I"Il have you in the bathtub. It"s large enough, 
and it means we'll save 


the shower.” 
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He'd taken a few steps before he realized D wasn"t 
following. “Something 


wrong?” 


D"s dark eyes held something, but then it was gone. He 
shook his head and 


came forward, touched his hand to the small of Mikhail"s 
back, and gave a shove. 


“Get a move on before | shove my foot up your ass.” 
“You could try.” 


Anticipating the kick, Mikhail dodged and spun. Poor, rusty 
D was a Split 


second too late to avoid the same fate. 


Compared to what he could do to a man, this kick was a 
love tap, slowed at the 


last moment before he danced back, hands defensively in 
front of his chest, stance 


half boxing, half tae kwon do. He could and wou/d fight with 
a hard-on. No problem. 


D rubbed his chest where he'd hit him. “Start the water. I"I] 
just peel the 


uniform off.” 


Mikhail gave him a long, suspicious look, then went for the 
bathroom. Yes, 


that tub would do just nicely. He tossed in some of the bath 
foam and filled the 


bathtub as fast as possible, stripping out of his own clothes 
while watching the foam 


rise. He felt D"s presence in the room, or maybe he smelled 
him, or he had caught 


the softest pad of naked feet. He glanced to the side into 
the mirror, and caught half 


a chest, a neck, shoulder, arm, elbow, three of his six-pack. 
He had to swallow with 


another wave of desire, but he relished the buildup too. He 
wanted to use his own 


resources wisely, and right now a slow fuck in the hot water 
was exactly what he 


wanted. 


He stepped into the tub, then lowered himself into the water 
and stretched his 


arms out, beckoning the American forward with the gesture. 
“Yes, | think this will 


do very nicely.” 


“Don"t you look cute in your little bubble bath?” D joked 
before stepping beside 


the tub. He knelt on the terry bath mat and trailed his hand 
through the water. 


“Been a helluva long time since | had a bath instead of a 
shower.” He scooped the 


water up in his hand, dribbled it over Mikhail"s chest, then 
followed the path of 
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droplets with his fingertip. “I don"t remember this scar. Or 
this one. Oh. Knife 


wound down there?” he asked, gesturing to a pale stripe 
poking just above the water 


line. 
“| don"t want to compare old war wounds.” 


D shrugged, then stood and climbed in, stepping to the 
tub"s far end. 


“Uh-uh. With me.” 


Flipping him the finger, D nonetheless complied, lowering 
himself to straddle 


Mikhail"s thighs. He rested his hands on the tub edge at 
first, then slid them up to 


glide across Mikhail"s forearms. 


Mikhail relaxed a little, rested his head against the tub, and 
peered into his 


eyes. “Beats being chained to a chair and getting 
interrogated, that's for sure.” D 


was just close enough to keep him aroused, the slide of wet 
muscular flesh against 


his cock when he moved. He adjusted his own position a 
little, then placed a hand 


on the small of D's back, stroking, caressing. “How have you 
been, D?” 


D seemed to consider the question, and Mikhail thought he 
might even geta 


real answer out of him this way. Just asking for it. “You know 
| quit.” 


“Yes. And | went back to Afghanistan.” 
“Of course.” 

Mikhail smiled a little. “Of course.” 
“How did you do?” 


“Didn"t get killed, spent a lot of time near native, kept trying 
to win hearts and 


minds. Not easy. The place is more complicated than most 
people seem to 


understand.” 


D huffed, and Mikhail wondered if in D"s mind that had 
taken a different 


meaning. He leaned forward to kiss the naked chest, 
smooth, sculpted muscle, lines 


beautifully defined, and he gently closed his teeth around a 
nipple, rolling it 


between his teeth. 
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The silence that fell was filled with the sound of D"s 
quickening breath, the 


gentle slosh of water displaced when he slid forward a little 
more. “It"s weird being 


outside the theater,” he said. “Civilians haven"t a fucking 
clue. Some do, the ones 


who've been there, but most...fucking clueless. Fuck "em. 
Fuck "em all. I"m fine 


driving with Baby.” 


Mikhail pulled back, let his fingers take over where his teeth 
left off. “Fine, not 


happy?” 
“What?” 
“You heard me.” 


D responded with a snort of contempt. “I"ve never seen 
anyone really happy. 


Those who claim to be are fucking liars, those who want to 
be pretend they are 


because they can"t get anything else.” 


Mikhail gave a noncommittal shrug and turned his attention 
to D"s other 


nipple. D was 100 percent soldier—the pride, the loyalty, 
the willingness to serve. 


He remembered that idealism, the brightness in his eyes, 
remembered how he 


himself had been back then, found it endearing, oddly 
touching, that here was a 


man who wanted to serve his country with all his heart. 
Something was off about D 


now, something that had removed him from his comrades 
and, from the sound of it, 


made him prefer a cat"s company to that of other men. Or 
people in general. 


“Not that different to me. Me, the mountains, enough water 
to make it over the 


next pass. | thought that was happiness.” He gently bit into 
the pectoral muscle, 


scraping his teeth across the skin, then sucking on that 
nipple with the same 


enthusiasm he"d employed when sucking D. 
“Dumbass.” 


Mikhail kept to the current mission, letting the conversation 
fall by the 


wayside. It wasn"t long before he was rewarded with 
familiar groans and the feel of 


Devon Dearborn"s tight ass pressing against his cock. The 
next groan was his own 


when D moved enough to reach down and stroke him. 
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He reached behind D to tease his ass, then, grateful, 
discovered some bath oil. 


That should do it. He opened it and coated his fingers with 
the stuff, then got D to 


lift up enough to prepare him. He pushed two fingers inside 
that tight hole and felt 


a sudden jerk accompanied by a louder groan. Yes, D was 
more than ready, but he 


continued for a few more strokes before he pulled D closer 
with one hand and 


positioned his cock with the other. D followed willingly and 
took him slowly, not 


because he couldn"t take more, but to make him groan in 
turn. God, yes. The hot 


water, the tightness, enough oil to just barely make it in at 
all, and D, of all possible 


men, on his lap, face empty apart from desire. He could die 
happy now. 


“| forgot how good you feel,” D said an instant before pulling 
Mikhail in for a 


hard kiss, then sliding down as far as he could to take in all 
of Mikhail"s cock. 


The kiss lingered on. D pulled up, almost off, then slammed 
home once more, 


sending a wave of water over the tub edge. 


Mikhail nipped his tongue and pulled back. “What will the 
downstairs 


neighbors think?” 
“Fuck "em.” 
“Correction. Fuck me.” 


D snorted a laugh and kissed him again. He quickened his 
pace, then stopped. 


Quickened again, then stopped again. Mikhail bit D"s 
shoulder when he played the 


game again. The bastard didn"t forget a thing. D knew 
exactly what made him hot 


and drove him to distraction. 


He thrust up as much as he could, but D"s weight ensured 
that he was in 


control of the speed. At least for the moment. Mikhail 
wrapped his hand around D"s 


cock and stroked him exactly in time with D"s movements. 
But this was a battle of 


wills that he was losing. While he was older and more 
controlled, D had already 


come once, and eventually Mikhail acknowledged defeat. 
“D, please.” 


D grinned, but he didn"t play any more games. He draped 
his forearms over 


Mikhail"s shoulders, then quickened the pace, shifting as 
best he could, giving 


Mikhail the chance to better thrust up. 
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Water splashed, hit their faces, rained over the floor, but all 
Mikhail could 


concentrate on was the man riding him, the man he"d 
dreamed of too many times. 


He gripped D"s hips and held him still as his cock soasmed 
for what seemed forever. 


He struggled to catch his breath as D leaned in until their 
foreheads touched. 


“God, | missed this. | missed you.” 


Mikhail smiled, one hand against D"s neck to kiss him again. 
Tenderly, sated, 


languid, no games, just them sharing a kiss. “You must have 
been fending them off 


with a club. Who wouldn"t want to fuck you?” 

D shook his head. “Not like you.” 

“Not like me what?” 

D settled back, still keeping him inside. “Just...not like you.” 


What the fuck was that supposed to mean? “Well, I"m glad 
my old bones are 


unique.” Mikhail gathered a handful of water and rubbed it 
against D"s swollen 


nipples. “For my part, Afghanistan is not exactly the gay 
capital of the world, but 


one warlord was looking at me askance when | kept 
spending time with his son. 


Pretty son, one must add. Some Pashtuns are breathtaking.” 
“And what happened?” 


“| made sure the kid left the country to get an education. 
Which might entail 


learning to fuck men without getting stoned to death for it.” 


D gave a brief nod but said nothing. Yet there was clearly 
something on his 


mind. Mikhail stroked his shoulder, the muscle tense 
beneath the flushed skin. 


“What is it?” 


“Nothing.” He gave Mikhail a slight smile. “This tub is hell on 
my knees.” He 


began to rise but stopped and moved back down once 
Mikhail"s cock had slid free of 


his body. “I really missed you, Misha,” he whispered. He 
drew Mikhail in for 


another gentle kiss. 


Just the way he used that affectionate name melted 
something inside, chipped 


away at the resentment at having been left and turned 
down, at constantly having 
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to fight for this man. “Fuck, | missed you too, D. | missed 
you too.” Arms around 


him, kissing, holding, running his fingers through that hair 
like he"d wanted to, he 


then brushed the lips and stubble with a thumb. “Let"s 
continue in that king-size 


bed.” 


D tossed all but two towels onto the puddles dotting the 
marble floor between 


the tub and door. He had no desire to slip and crack his 
head open before he and 


Mikhail had had a chance to talk. They had too many years 
to make up for, a lot of 


ground he wanted to cover to find out exactly where he 
stood in the Russian"s eyes. 


After drying off, he tossed his towel to Mikhail, who tossed 
them both back 


into the bathroom. D laughed to himself, feeling sorry for 
the housekeeping staff. 


Maybe he'd go in and try to clean the mess. The idea faded 
once Mikhail switched 


on the radio component of the room"s CD system and then 
stretched out on the big 


bed, head and shoulders propped on a few of the plump 
pillows. 


The bastard had the nerve to pat the mattress in invitation 
like he was some 


sugar daddy and D was his evening"s toy. D laughed, took 
two steps, then launched 


himself forward and up over the foot of the platform bed. 
“Hoo-ya, motherfucker!” 


Mikhail laughed out loud and tackled him once he was on 
the mattress, and 


they wrestled, like they had to, straining against each other 
just to test each other"s 


strength. That had often turned into sex, but they were both 
spent, and the fun in 


this was more about childish horseplay than anything more 
serious. 


Eventually the locks and holds turned more into embraces 
and kisses, legs 


entangled, until D managed to roll on top, and Mikhail let 
him rest there. Maybe 


the Russian was getting mellow. 

“So where are we now?” 

“Presidential suite, Four Seasons, Washington.” 
D grabbed his chin none too gently. “Volkov...” 
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Mikhail laughed. “Okay. Interrogation time. Geneva 
conventions don"t cover 


mercs, as far as | Know. Most people | encountered never 
gave a fuck either way.” 


“Where do we stand?” 


“Where do you want to stand? I"m flexible, but you know 
that.” 


“Flexible enough to give up the life and retire on that 
minifortune you've been 


banking since forever?” 


The lack of an immediate answer was almost an answer in 
itself, but D 


remained where he was. He'd had a long time to think 
about his decision to toss all 


the bullshit that had nothing to do with what he'd signed on 
for, and he didn"t know 


if a sudden retirement fit into Mikhail"s master plan. 


“I"m too tired of the game staying the same or getting 
worse with a change of 


players.” Mikhail took hold of D"s hand. “Sam introduced us. 
It"s fitting his job 


Should be my last.” 
D smiled. “That can work—” 


He broke off at the soft click from the suite"sS main room. 
Mikhail sat up. 


Soundlessly they eased off the bed. 
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Chapter Four 


Flashing D a hand signal to hang back, Mikhail took point. 
He'd been a merc 


too long to not smell a setup, and he'd see hell become 
Siberia before he"d put D first 


in the line of fire. 
Footsteps padded in the outer room; papers rustled. 


Mikhail held up his hand as he slid against the wall near the 
doorway. He 


signaled D to toss him his suit pants. He slid the belt loose a 
few centimeters, and 


his thumbnail caught the taped end of the wire he kept 
tucked inside. He pulled it 


free, let the belt slide to a nearby chair, and inched forward. 


The kill was his world, and he moved on instinct and 
ingrained skill. A few 


silent steps, a swipe of the foot, flick of the wrist, and his 
prey— 


“Fuck,” Mikhail growled, dropping the garrote. He yanked 
back on the 


intruder, that reflection of familiar eyes on the tabletop all 
that had kept the man 


from getting strangled. 
“You insane Russian bastard! You traitorous fucker!” 


D flew from behind Mikhail and across the table to tackle his 
brother and send 


his pistol flying up and arcing to land onto the middle sofa 
halfway across the room. 


The brothers rolled on the floor, D quickly gaining the upper 
hand. He 


punched his younger brother and cursed him, then drew 
back again. 


Mikhail grabbed him around the waist and dragged him off 
Sam. Sam cursed 


them both as he pulled himself up and touched the bruise 
across his throat. 


D jerked away from Mikhail, advanced on his brother, and 
shoved him hard 


into the table. He stepped in for more only to get a kick in 
the balls. 
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Mikhail winced and stepped in when Sam tried to retaliate 
further. “Enough.” 


“Crazy, stupid, cocksucking motherfuckers,” Sam ground 
out as he stalked 


around to get his gun. He aimed it. “I should fucking kill the 
both of you.” 


“Fuck you,” D said between clenched teeth. 


“You can try,” Mikhail added. “What is this shit? Was this ET 
bullshit a cover 


to get to me? Your daddy afraid D with me will complicate 
his political plans?” 


Sam lowered the gun and replaced it in his waist holster. He 
kept rubbing his 


throat and glanced at his fingers as if expecting to see blood 
before sinking to the 


arm of the sofa. “I came because you need to go now. 
There"s some crazy 


electromagnetic shit happening around the base. We're not 
sure what"s going on or 


who's causing it.” 
“What happened?” 


“Our surveillance was knocked out. The computer whizzes 
are trying to get the 


stuff back online, but so far, we're still blind.” 
“Might be an EMP blast. Nice. Radiation?” 
“A bit higher than normal, but not dangerous.” 


“We'll leave the hazmat suits at home, then.” Mikhail's lips 
quirked with 


amusement. “Let me just go cover my immodesty.” He 
tapped D on the shoulder to 


get him to follow him into the bedroom and got dressed with 
quick, businesslike 


motions. 


So much for a nice, long heart-to-heart, but the mission 
always came first. 


Damn. He was really looking forward to retirement at times. 
He walked out, just 


Slipping into his shirt and buttoning it, amused at how Sam 
tried to ignore the fact 


they"d both gone into the same bedroom. 


He wouldn"t have been surprised if Sam had taped their 
having sex too, but to 


what end? Maybe the little spook liked having the dirt 
against his brother, or it was 


just habit, or he kept it in case he planned to wreck Daddy 
Dearborn"s career at 


some point. None of Mikhail"s business. Sam was a control 
freak, but to a large 
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extent, he was a useful control freak, and Mikhail actually 
liked the man's lateral 


thinking. Of the two men, Sam was the sneakier one, but 
Mikhail could respect a 


pro. Plus Sam"s resourcefulness had saved his life—or at 
least his liberty—a couple 


of times, so it was easier to forgive him. 


“You okay, D?” 


D still moved a little gingerly but grinned at him. “You could 
kiss it better.” 


Mikhail laughed. “Not in front of the kids.” Finally D was 
starting to be his old 


self. They just worked well together, and it tightened his 
heart to have D again. 


He"d missed the man, not just because of the sex, but the 
way they could banter, 


even during sex. D was the only guy he could joke with like 
this, somebody who was 


neither scared of him nor threatened. D just cut through all 
the bullshit and 


touched the deeper layers, the core of him, effortlessly, like 
all the other bullshit 


wasn"t even in the way. For an American, D was awfully 
profound. 


They were in the helicopter ten minutes later, after a stop at 
a shop for high- 


end survival gear that also sold some other hardware. Most 
things Mikhail wanted 


could be bought in any hunting shop—it always amused him 
how outdoor gear was 


much more advanced than anything armies issued to their 
soldiers. 


Everything packed into bags, they still traveled light. The 
focus was on 


mobility, stealth, and versatility, as usual. D was a tanker 
boy—he thought like 


somebody trained to use armored cavalry—but Mikhail knew 
all he had were the 


resources of his own body, his feet, and his brain. He could 
go where no tanker could 


go. He considered that a fair deal. 


“I always figured you had weapons cached away ina 
number of places,” Sam 


Said. 


“Used to. Still have some stuff in Lashkar Gah in Helmand 
Province, but the 


places | operate in, you can always exchange a couple of 
goats for an AK-74. Gear is 


never the problem.” 

“What is?” 
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“Intel.” Mikhail leaned back. He sat close to D, who gazed 
out the window 


while the chopper brought them ever closer to their 
destination. Their thighs lined 


up. A subtle press of leg against leg told him D was with 
him, could be relied on, 


and not least of all, wanted to touch him like this. Mikhail 
grinned with wry 


amusement. Look at you, Misha. Don’t tell me you haven't 
been lonely in your “I 


don’t need anybody” game. 


To occupy his mind, he went through the photos of the base 
again, gleaning 


from the images what he could and committing the details 
to memory. In a tight 


spot, anything could be important—every small fact—but at 
the same time, he 


needed to get an understanding of the whole. Not fora 
moment did he believe he"d 


been briefed completely. This could well be a suicide 
mission. The only thing that 


convinced him the United States actually expected them to 
come back was that D 


was with him. D's father wouldn"t send him off to be killed... 
or would he? Was this 


just an elaborate plan to get rid of a gay son and make him 
a quick hero for more 


political currency? He hated to think it was the case, but 
paranoia had saved him 


too often to discard that thought entirely. 


“Gimme that,” D said, snatching away one of the images of 
the upper base"s 


interior. With his free hand he grabbed the small magnifier 
tucked into a corner of 


the briefcase on Mikhail"s knee. 


“What?” Mikhail asked, watching him tilt the photo and 
focus on what 


appeared to be a reflection on a stainless-steel lamp base 
visible behind a man 


wearing a white lab coat. 


“I knew it,” D said in an angry whisper, then louder, “1 
fucking knew it.” He 


glared at his brother and pointed to the spot on the 
scientist's desk. “That's that 


goddamned emerald tablet from Baghdad. When | saw it 
last, one of your little 


spook friends had it. Fucker killed a civilian woman for it. | 
want to know why.” 


“I don"t know.” 


D lunged across the space separating the jump seats and 
seized Sam's throat. 


“The fuck you don"t. Tell me.” 
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“Fuck you.” 
“Tell. Me.” 


D may have been out of shape in some respects, but a 
man's training never 


really faded, and Mikhail could see by the tensing of his 
fingers and the subtle 


movement into position of his other hand that D was of the 
mind to snap his 


brother's neck and be done with it. 


Mikhail reached out to restrain D. Whatever internal demons 
tormented him 


since his time in Iraq, Mikhail wasn"t about to let him add 
fratricide to the mix. 


D backed off, and Sam sank back, muttering, “Crazy, crazy 
fuckers.” He 


rubbed the red marks left from D"s fingers, which had added 
to the bruise from the 


wire. Sighing, the spy shook his head. “All | Know is that we 
need as many 


bargaining chips as we can get. Some ancient shit was part 
of the deal.” 


D glanced over, and Mikhail knew he was sensing the same 
bullshit, answer- 


evading vagaries. Still, D let it pass. The whirl of the 
chopper filled the tense silence 


until D"s voice broke it a short time later. 


“What enemy are we dealing with exactly? We got little E.T. 
or the Predator?” 


Sam appeared to hesitate. “Give me the netbook.” 


Mikhail removed it from the bottom of the attaché case and 
handed it to Sam. 


He watched as Sam inserted a military-grade USB stick. 
“There's been contact with 


a couple of races, but the ones you'll likely encounter are 
these.” He turned the 


computer around. 
“Fuck,” D muttered. 


Mikhail took the netbook so they could get a closer look. 
One photo was 


displayed, with two more windows minimized. 


The first photo showed two beings: a shorter, stereotypical 
ET, slight in build, 


a pasty skin tone, bald head, slits where the nose should be, 
and large black eyes. 


Next to it was a similar creature, a head or so taller, with a 
slightly more 
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proportioned, more human look, and with long black hair 
pulled back into a 


ponytail. 


“The little ones on the left we don"t deal much with. They 
do their 


experimental shit, and we stay out of their way. | hear 
they"re mean little bastards, 


though, and a lot stronger than they look.” 


D made some sound, and Sam waited for him to speak. D 
waved it off, and his 


brother continued. “That other one is the type we 
communicate through. Knew a 


guy who met one. Said he didn"t trust "em, said they were 
too conniving. He thought 


they"d put all of us out of a job if they came topside.” 


Mikhail chuckled, minimized the window, and brought up the 
next. 


“Dude's a fucking dinosaur?” D asked. 
Sam shrugged. “Reminds me of Jurassic Park gone cosmic.” 
“Fucking raptor, man,” D said. “I don"t believe this shit.” 


“But the other is totally believable?” Mikhail asked, mostly 
to get a rise out of 


him and see those pretty brown eyes flash in annoyance. 


“You expect those little grayish guys, but this...this is crazy 
shit.” 


“And mean too,” Sam said. “You weren't far off on that 
raptor thing. They eat 


meat. All kinds of meat.” Sam paused. “It seems they"re the 
ones really running the 


show below. The little ones do their thing, but most of the 
demands seem to come 


from their powers that be—these guys.” 
“What exactly is , their thing"?” D asked. 
“Don"t ask, don"t tell, man. You know all about that.” 


Mikhail ignored the venom simmering between them and 
studied his 


adversary. Where the pasty alien"s strength was 
unnoticeable, this creature's was 


evident by its humanoid body structure, musculature, and 
taut appearance of its 


greenish brown scaled skin. The potential striking power of 
the creature was only 


one thing to consider, the other deadly power suggested by 
the sharp-clawed nails 
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adorning the finger and toes. And if carnivorous, the ripping 
power of strong jaws 


and jagged teeth could not be discounted. Sam"s voice 
caught his attention. 


“That last one is funky. It"s a recovery from a crash in the 
late sixties. It"s kind 


of burned, but it"s like the reptilian, only with wings and 
some horned ridges on the 


side of the head.” 


Mikhail, though he was far from being a religious man, had 
to admit the dead 


creature reminded him of legendary depictions of Satan. 
“Meat-eating demons. | do 


wonder how long they've really been around—and which 
species is that of the crash 


pilots.” He was joking. He really was mostly concerned 
about how to kill them. If 


they had a pulse and a respiratory system, they could be 
killed. Their biological 


logic indicated the head would be the best target, but 
maybe their bones were 


stronger, so breaking their necks in the style he was used to 
might be difficult. 


“Let me get this straight. You are in contact with these... 
things, and you"ve 


been communicating with them enough to give them those 
tablets that D 


mentioned, but now they've taken the scientists, and to 
ensure they don"t end up as 


added protein in the Jurassic boys" diet, you"re sending us 
in?” 


Sam shrugged. “Right. Just go in and find them.” 


“That's a „fuck you," then.” Mikhail rubbed the bridge of his 
nose. “How likely is 


it that | can bring this helicopter under control and make my 
escape?” 


“How likely is it that we'll then put you on the top-ten most- 
wanted list? You 


can"t win this pissing contest, Mikhail.” 
“So why won't you brief me fully, goddamn it?” 


Sam's tight lips told him what the man himself would never 
have admitted: he 


didn"t have that level of security clearance. 


“How likely is it that I can bring this helicopter under control 
and make my 


escape?” 
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The singular form of Mikhail"s pronoun choice didn"t escape 
D"s notice. Well. 


His words had been just words, then, and as stable as 
today"s American economy. 


“I"m in. I"m ready to kick some ET ass all the way across the 
Milky Way.” 


Mikhail gave him a long look, and D shifted his attention to 
Sam pulling back 


the netbook and the chopper pilot announcing their ETA. 
“Hoo. Fucking. Ya,” D said flatly. 


They touched down in a stark, barren landscape with one 
mountain especially 


prominent, the exposed rock as smooth as the back of a 
turtle. 


“It"s on the other side,” Sam announced helpfully. 


“When are you going to extract us?” Mikhail asked, already 
gathering up the 


bags and kit. 


“We can pick you up via copter within half an hour. Just 
activate this signal 


when you"re ready. Hardened, secret frequency. You know 
the drill. Try and get 


some distance between you and the base, just in case they 
use that EMP blast 


again.” 
Mikhail took one sender while D took the other. 


Sam inhaled a few times, seemingly having to psych himself 
up. What for? 


wondered D. He's nice and safe at whatever base he"s 
flying back to. “Good luck, 


guys.” 


Mikhail shouldered the bags and walked away. D shot his 
brother a glare and 


followed the Russian. 


“Gimme.” D tugged one of the bags free and slung it over 
his shoulder. He dug 


into the deep pocket of the cargo pants he and Mikhail had 
picked up with the 


supplies. He flipped open the card case with fake IDs 
identifying him and Mikhail 


as part of the civilian security team hired to work at the 
small base. M. Wojak and 


D. Devon Jr. 
At least it was a fake name he'd readily answer to. 
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He glanced over. “When we get to the gate, we'll tell "em 
we missed the flight 


from Vegas because you were too busy humping some 
cheap hooker, so we caught a 


ride as far as we could.” 


“Cheap hooker?” Mikhail patted D on the back. “Having self- 
esteem issues, or 


are you just hungry and tired?” 


D pulled away. “Sick and tired is more like it.” He strode 
along the dusty trail 


as fast as his legs would carry him, calling back, “Move that 
ass, Wojak.” 


Here we go again, Mikhail thought. “Wojak” just barely 
substituted for 


“Volkov.” D had called him Mr. Volkov exactly once, during 
introductions made by 


Sam. Privilege of youth, that temper. He refused to be 
rushed, regardless of what 


had crawled up D"s muscular, taut ass. The day a lowly 
captain gave him orders 


would be the day he danced the Macarena. Not happening. 


He ignored the unease he felt, ignored it because of the 
mission, because, 


goddamn it, he refused to let it affect his performance. 
Wasn't that one of the 


reasons against having gays in the military? That they 
messed up unit cohesion and 


destroyed its effectiveness? He wouldn"t prove D's father 
right—he simply wouldn'"t. 


They climbed the mountainside in silence, D almost rushing 
up as if to punish 


himself or them both, or as if everything depended on five 
saved minutes. Even 


Mikhail was slightly winded when they arrived, and he 
plopped down on his belly to 


give the place a good once-over with binoculars. Thank fuck 
for the nearly full moon. 


There were heavy vehicles, armored personnel carriers, and 
activity. People 


walking around. Accommodation, a few flat buildings that 
were hangars or 


aboveground facilities of some other kind. The juicy stuff 
would be under the 


surface. There were small mounds of rubble a short way 
away, indicating the extent 


of the excavations. Damn it, the place was huge. 


“Shouldn"t stay up here too long. Guys in the tower at 
eleven o'clock might 


see.” D took a deep breath, exhaled slowly, then clambered 
over to the least steep 


avenue down. 
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Muttering in Russian, Mikhail tucked away the field glasses 
and followed. 


They slid down the steep grade more than walked, but at 
least they didn"t fall back 


on their asses for the long, hard slide or tumble into a sprain 
or worse. 


They paused at the bottom, took swigs from their water 
bottles, then began the 


hike on the narrow dirt road. It came as no surprise to hear 
a copter after a few 


meters, then to see a jeep bounding over one of the lower 
hills. Mikhail let D do the 


bullshitting. He figured anything less than an all-American 
accent just now might 


fuck things up. He simply flashed his own credentials and 
kept to simple yeahs and 


nos. 


MPs manned the main gate but waved them through 
without a problem 


thanks to the private-security-escort ID. The roster here was 
four consecutive days 


on and three off, in three shifts. They were shown to the 
barracks to drop their gear 


and then taken to the office to swipe in and check their 
schedule. Luckily they 


weren't supposed to be on duty until the following 
afternoon. At least they"d get 


some sleep and a little time to feel out the natives. 


There was always an advantage to being considered dumb 
muscle, Mikhail 


thought. It didn"t take any imagination to respond to 
“Michael” or “Mike” either, 


just like he could continue calling D “D.” They"d given him a 
Polish name meaning 


“soldier,” possibly to explain his Slavic looks or because of 
Sam's twisted humor. But 


he could play the strong, silent type. 


As the new guys, they received a tour of the place—the 
mess, entertainment 


area, and then the living quarters, which were basic but no 
worse than 


accommodations that construction workers might find on- 
site. They were put into 


the same can, as people called the accommodation units, 
which suited Mikhail fine. 


There wasn"t much idle chatter among the guards. Seemed 
people were careful 


what they said. In any case, the way the duty roster kept 
the guys separate meant 


there weren"t many close friends around. They probably 
mistrusted each other. 


After the tour, Mikhail changed clothes and went for a jog 
around the base. To 


the untrained or purposely ignorant eye, it was much like 
any other military testing 
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and training facility, but to one who knew what to look for, it 
was a whole different 


story. 


Bundles of electrical wires branched off buildings, some 
going into the 


buildings, others disappearing into the ground along the 
building foundations. 


Scattered air vents were partially concealed behind storage 
buildings and sparse 


vegetation. Finally he spotted a trio of large buildings whose 
roofs were dotted with 


solar panels and doors guarded by armed MPs, not civilian 
security. 


The way down under was through one or all of those three. 
The trick was to 


figure out which would get them closest to their target. On 
his second pass around 


the facility, the attention of one of those MPs told Mikhail it 
was time to end his 


surveillance run. He ran a few more meters, looked at his 
watch, then turned to run 


back the way he"d come. He stopped in the mess to get 
some water and an apple, 


then strolled past the entertainment area, where D was 
playing a military-themed 


video game with two other guys. 


Despite whatever D had seen in Iraq to sour him enough to 
quit, it was plain 


to see that he missed kicking ass and taking names. Of 
course, he was still young. 


He hadn"t even seen forty yet, and for Mikhail, turning forty 
was a fond memory of 


running into D unexpectedly and fucking the night away ina 
quiet mountain cabin. 


Mikhail backed out of the room unnoticed and returned to 
the barracks to 


shower and plan the mission. He jotted his observations of 
the base and what he 


perceived as their options on a strip of paper. When D 
returned to the barracks, 


Mikhail made a pretext of dropping the cap to his water 
bottle. When D handed it 


back, Mikhail slipped the tiny roll of paper into D's palm in 
the same way they"d 


often exchanged bits of intel and compact electronics in the 
Middle East to shuttle 


back and forth to Sam. 


He then hit the weights in the entertainment area, pleased 
with himself at the 


amount he bench-pressed and easily partnering up with a 
guy called Jake. They 


communicated with little more than hand signs and made 
sure that if either"s 


strength ran out, the weights wouldn"t squash their rib 
cages. His faint Russian 
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accent kept him from striking up a conversation, but it was 
good to appear focused 


only on his body and spending time like any male would 
who had nowhere to go. 


He had a beer with the guys who were off duty and noticed 
a clear divide 


between the civilian guards and the MPs. Both groups kept 
to themselves and 


didn"t mingle. Possibly security policy. He checked back on 
D, who was still—or 


again—playing video games. Mikhail nearly laughed when 
he saw that the game 


was all about killing an invading alien species called /ocusts. 
Good, clean fun. 


He met D"s gaze fleetingly, then headed back to their room. 
He was shaving 


when D came back, preferring to do it in the evening to save 
time in the morning. 


To Mikhail it was self-evident by now that the base 
underneath had a south 


and a north wing. The south wing seemed to have just been 
finished and was 


probably mostly empty. 


The ventilation shaft that dipped into it was their best 
access point if they 


could distract the guards. They might be able to do all this 
on three or four hours of 


sleep. He'd be running on caffeine pills soon anyway. 


He wiped the foam from his face and saw D look at him in 
the mirror, dark 


eyes, and as so often, unreadable. Mikhail felt that punch of 
desire—whenever he 


was alone with D, whenever D focused on him, whenever D 
touched him or spoke to 


him. He could push almost everything else away, but D was 
a totally different 


matter. “Should sleep,” he murmured, indicating four hours 
with his fingers. “Want 


a hand to get tired?” 


D cocked his head and replied with a look that struggled 
between exasperation 


and acceptance. A yawn he barely stifled decided the final 
outcome. He leaned to 


peer through the partially opened bathroom door, 
undoubtedly to see if their 


bunkmates were within sight or earshot. 


“What | want and what my sorry tired ass can handle right 
now are radically 


different things.” Shooting another covert glance toward the 
door, he skimmed his 


fingers down Mikhail"s forearm. “I"m gonna take a piss and 
hit the sack.” 
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Mikhail"s grin turned into an uncharacteristically gentle 
smile. “I"ll wake you 


up.” Just a few hours ago he"d imagined sleeping in the 
same bed, waking up to 


more sex, breakfast, more banter, but Sam had ruined that 
part. Well. There were 


people to be rescued. Timing was important. He didn"t use 
aftershave; the smell was 


too strong. He"d learned that alerting guards or other 
people with strong smells was 


a bad idea, not to mention that it messed up his own 
senses. 


In his bunk, he watched D slip under the covers, but that 
semiarousal wasn"t 


enough to take care of it, and it didn"t keep him from falling 
asleep, only to wake up 


what felt like five minutes later to the vibration alarm of his 
cell. He slid out of bed 


in the pitch darkness and touched D"s shoulder to wake him 
up. Then he gathered 


everything he"d need and distributed the essentials on his 
body while D did the 


same. 


Mikhail was too tired to be afraid. He worked mechanically, 
with all the 


precision of twenty-eight years of waging war in one form or 
another. In his mind, 


he"d gone from child to soldier in six months. It would be 
daunting to be anything 


else. Last job, this one. Stakes higher than ever. He didn't 
even know the 


Capabilities of his enemy or the color of its blood. Fuck 
them. He"d do whatever it 


took. 


They silently left the accommodation building. 
Communication with D was 


subtle—just glances and mutual appreciation of what 
needed to be done. That silent 


understanding felt entirely different when it wasn"t just a 
comrade. With D it 


hovered somewhere between pride and tenderness. 


Standing in the shadows between two of the large buildings, 
he watched the 


guards, timing them. The jog and analysis of the photos had 
given him the 


distances. When it was clear, he ran to the next protected 
area, then signaled for D 


to run when the next gap came. He didn"t plan to kill 
anybody—they weren't 


isolated. They could see each other, and the guards seemed 
professional, so 


potentially dangerous. Stealth was their best tactic. Another 
guard interval, and he 


54 
Barbara Sheridan & Aleksandr Voinov 


sneaked over to the ventilation shaft, securing the rope 
once there, then signaled D 


to go first, following immediately after. 


Based on the number of knots and how much was left of the 
rope, he calculated 


it was a good thirty feet down. 


x KOK 


Down inside the air seemed heavy and humid after the cool 
of the desert night. 


The air shaft branched off, and while the space left little 
room for movement, 


Mikhail nudged D away enough to be in position to take the 
lead in crawling along 


the horizontal northbound shaft. 


D clenched his jaw and ground his molars together. The 
bastard would need to 


be top dog. 


From somewhere deep below, the Earth vibrated. In less 
than a second, the 


vibration whooshed past in the same direction they were 
headed. If D didn"t know 


better, he"d have thought it was a ballistic missile 
launching. Mikhail glanced back 


but kept crawling forward. 


Soon rays of white light poked through vents up ahead, one 
to their right a 


yard or so away and another on the floor of the shaft a few 
yards past that. In front 


of him, Mikhail paused to peer through the wall vent, then 
reached back and began 


to unscrew the fastenings with a Leatherman tool he had on 
his belt. 


Pulling out the grille was easy enough. Mikhail snaked 
through it, held it open 


for D to follow, then put it back in position, but without the 
screws. The humidity 


increased, and there was definitely an organic smell in the 
air. 


Mikhail checked both ends of the corridor, then continued to 
lead as if he"d 


never done anything else in his life. D kept his jaws 
clenched and swore to himself 


that he'd tell him what he thought of that, but not right now. 
He wasn't a fucking 


tourist who had to be guided through. He"d qualified for 
Delta and the rangers; he 


could look out for himself. 

Task at hand, boy. Task at hand. 
Risky Maneuvers 

55 


D scanned his surroundings. For some freaky ET enclave, it 
looked pretty 


much like a regulation military headquarters corridor, 
without the scattering of 


office doors or any lighted EXIT signs. The thick air took ona 
weird static charge 


that gave even Mikhail pause as they inched along. And that 
smell. What the fuck 


was it? He couldn"t put his finger on it, but it had a touch of 
his old Abrams after a 


long day on the road. 


Mikhail kept moving in front of him, body deceptively 
relaxed but cautious. No 


different from a playful cat. They moved farther, passing 
corridors, looking for what 


Mikhail had called the holding cells. If there was such a 
thing. So far he seemed to 


be navigating on instinct. D just kept his eyes open, ready to 
fight or run, depending 


on the odds. Finally they got to a corridor that had doors on 
both sides. 


Similar to elevator doors, they were flush with the wall, and 
he and Mikhail 


might have missed them had that smell not become strong 
enough on each side to 


make them investigate. The stench was coming through the 
hairline crack where 


the doors met. The head? he mouthed when Mikhail glanced 
back. With a hint of a 


shrug, Mikhail turned to look at the right door. D looked left. 
There didn"t seem to 


be any keypads or buttons to press for entry. Must be an 
emergency exit of some 


type. But for what? 


Finding nothing on his side, Mikhail edged forward and took 
the next corridor 


that branched at a right angle. The smell began to fade as 
they made their way 


along the smooth white-tiled floor. There were a couple of 
other doors like the first, 


but still with no visible way to enter. This place was a 
fucking rat"s maze without so 


much as a rat in sight. 


D closed the gap between himself and Mikhail. “Too empty,” 
he whispered. 


Mikhail nodded, moving on, then pulling up short at the 
corridor ahead 


branching left. At the far end, a figure walked out of a door 
or an elevator, turned 


left, and continued on without looking back or noticing 
them. The guy wore a lab 


coat, his long black hair tied back into a ponytail brushing 
past his shoulders. He 
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was medium height and thin and walked as though his boots 
were new and too 


tight. 
ET? D mouthed. 


Mikhail nodded, then gestured to follow. He sped up, moving 
deceptively fast 


and light-footed for such a solid guy. He approached the 
humanoid ET from behind 


and gave a soft whistle, then immediately grabbed him 
when the scientist or doctor 


spun around. Mikhail had his hand over the other"s mouth, 
knife ready to plunge 


into a chest. A lung, D thought. Not the throat. 


“Fuck,” he muttered. Even though they"d seen the photos, 
seeing one of the 


aliens up close was unreal. 


Those slightly slanted black eyes with not a trace of white in 
them weren"t 


human. And while he had a nose and looked human in a 
gloomy corridor at twenty 


yards away, he clearly wasn't; the pasty pale skin seemed 
to have a different 


structure. The differences were subtle, which provided an 
eerie effect. The brain 


tried to call him human, but a hundred other details just 
didn"t add up. The alien 


didn"t even show surprise or fear when Mikhail moved 
closer and hissed, “No sound, 


or I"Il kill you.” 


Mikhail twisted an arm around on his back. D found a door 
that would open, 


and they forced their silent prisoner into one of the smaller 
rooms. “I'll watch the 


door,” D said. 


“Where are the hostages?” Mikhail asked their prisoner and 
shifted the knife 


to rest under its jaw. 


D stared, unable to tell if the captive was afraid or being 
defiant. Those eyes 


were big and black and devoid of emotion. The hair on his 
neck prickled, and he 


glanced back at the door. Nothing. 


“Don"t make me ask again,” Mikhail said in a tone that 
should have had the 


alien pissing his pants. 
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The creature's thin-lipped mouth opened. “Hos-ta-ges. 
Where?” He sounded 


like he had to force the words out. Maybe he was scared 
shitless with that knife 


about to pierce up through his jaw. 
“Tell. Me. Now.” 
“No. No. Hos-ta-ges.” 


Not fear, D realized at the drawn-out pronunciation. It was 
like the ET was 


forcing himself to use his mouth to speak, and words with 
more than one syllable 


strained him. “He might not understand.” 


“He understands,” Mikhail said without looking back. “Don"t 
you, freak?” He 


poked the knife up, and the ET made a weird hissing sound, 
much like that of a 


lizard. 
Wait. It didn"t come from the ET, did it? 


Mikhail"s back stiffened as if he wondered the same thing. D 
looked over his 


shoulder to the door. Nothing. 


“Fucking useless,” Mikhail hissed, twisting his wrist to slice 
across the ET"s 


throat. 
“Having fun?” 


The words exploded in D"s head like a barrage of artillery. 
He staggered, 


grabbing his ears to stop the ringing. He barely heard 
Mikhail"s knife hit the floor 


before the Russian flew backward over D"s head to crash 
against the wall, as if the 


artillery blast had just now hit him. 


The weird ET simply stood where he was. 


“You little fucker!” D charged and picked up the knife 
without missing a beat. 


He lunged. Claws dug into his shoulder from behind. He was 
lifted up and crashed 


to the floor, landing partly on top of Mikhail. 


Before he could move, the air became charged with static 
as it had in the hall. 


That same smell again, the air rippled, and the Jurassic Park- 
looking fucker 


appeared, all teeth and claws. 
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Through the ringing in his ears, D heard Sammy's voice 
again. “They eat meat. 


All kinds of meat.” 
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Chapter Five 


Strong hands lifted D up, and he caught a whiff of that 
decidedly reptilian 


smell before the creature soun and slammed him into the 
wall, not unlike a 


predator shaking a small prey animal dead. D"s grip around 
the reptilian bastard"s 


wrists faltered. He was too dazed to fight now, too hurt— 
concussed, most likely. He 


was dropped like a puppet. 


Mikhail had it worse. He was lifted by the throat—effortlessly 
—nearly choking 


him. The reptilian bastard was motherfucking strong—strong 
enough to play with 


them as if they were kittens. 


D struggled to protest, struggled to do something to make 
the bastard leave 


Mikhail alone. 
“You were not invited.” 


That mental shout nauseated D with its strength. It seemed 
to rattle every 


corner of his brain, and all he wanted was to shrink back in 
fear. Goddamn it, what 


was that? And if its statement was meant to be ironic, the 
reptilian did a shit job 


conveying it. 


Kick in the training, tanker boy, D's brain shouted through 
the queasiness and 


mind fog. D glared at the reptilian towering before them, its 
pointed teeth bared, its 


hands clenching as if those razor claws couldn"t wait to 
eviscerate them. It was 


holding back for a reason. It was just a fucking green grunt 
with a chain of 


command. It wanted to break them with fear. 


D kept eye contact, got to his knees, then shakily to his feet. 
The reptilian 


hissed and tightened its grip, still not enough to crush but 
just enough to prick 


Mikhail"s skin and draw blood. D stepped toe-to-toe with the 
creature and mustered 
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all the blood-tinged saliva in his mouth. He spit in the 
alien"s face. “You don"t scare 


me, motherfucker. Let him go.” 


He noticed the black-eyed ET staring at him, still so eerily 
silent, and half 


turned to reach the knife on Mikhail"s belt. He pulled it and 
whipped back, slicing it 


across the reptile"s wrist and severing the leathery skin and 
tendons underneath. 


He was almost surprised to do this in an actual fight. He"d 
only ever done it in 


training, but it was the perfect move right now. 


The fingers lost their strength, the reptile lost control, and it 
hissed when 


Mikhail collapsed at its feet. But it didn"t act fast enough to 
prevent D from 


plunging the knife into its body. He heard Mikhail cough and 
pull air back in. D 


leaned farther into the alien and punched the knife through 
the scaly armor of the 


reptile’s chest. It felt like piercing a can with a screwdriver. 
The creature's shrill 


scream told him he"d hit something vital or at least that the 
bastard felt pain. 


Wrapping his other hand around the hilt for added power, he 
jerked up, 


cutting through skin and more of its insides. “Die, mother—” 


A shrill hum ricocheted through D"s skull. His hand faltered. 
The walls seemed 


to close in on him in a cloud of gray. Don’t pass out! Don’t 
pass out! The hum seared 


his head, numbed his limbs, and still he fought it long 
enough to reach for Mikhail. 


The gray fog walls closed in as his fingers touched flushed 
Skin. “Misha...” 


x OK OK 


It wasn't the nice kind of waking up, but it wasn"t 
particularly bad either. 


Staring suddenly at a gray wall, lying down, Mikhail became 
aware of his 


Surroundings, a throbbing pain in his shoulder, hip, back, 
and head, and a searing 


pain at the back of his scalp. Swallowing hurt. He was 
fastened to a metal table, 


which, he realized when the strange pull of gravity made 
sense, was at a forty-five- 


degree angle to the floor. Wide metal bands around his 
wrists, upper arms, and 


ankles held him in a crucifixion position. Metal plates 
Supported his feet. He only 


wore his black camo trousers and T-shirt, and there were no 
weapons in sight. Not 


that he could have used a weapon in this position. 
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D. He turned his head and saw D in a similar position, out 
cold, face turned 


toward him. He looked like he was asleep. Mikhail wanted to 
touch his cheek and 


check his pulse to make sure he was okay. Just touch him in 
that oddly open, 


tender, calm state. His second impulse was to protect him, 
which led to the crushing 


weight of guilt. Bad planning, stupid implementation, an 
enormous risk... Lured, 


bullied, and put under pressure by the CIA. He should have 
told Sam to go fuck 


himself. He shouldn"t have rushed it... He failed to see what 
else he could have 


done. 


There was no other way into the underground facility, and 
he'd decided ona 


minimum-force approach. Maybe because you thought they 
might be even more 


pissed if you'd killed a couple of dozen of them when they 
caught you, Misha. No. In 


the ideal case, people would have been asleep. He would 
have been able to scout the 


area and fight if cornered, rather than be squashed like a 
scurrying cockroach by a 


force he had no understanding of and hadn"t seen coming. 


In other words, we’re fucked. 


The sound of a door made him lift his head. The ET with the 
black hair and 


black eyes came back. Now l'Il learn if those alien bastards 
are holding grudges. 


The alien carried a tray holding a number of instruments. As 
before, he 


showed no emotion, which could be a good thing—or a very 
bad thing indeed. What 


if they didn"t have emotions, cold-blooded reptile and all 
that? Mikhail watched him 


set the tray down and click it in place at D"s bed, and he felt 
a wave of worry and 


anger rise inside him. He didn't want to be the object of 
study, but he wanted D to 


suffer through that even less. What were they going to do? 
Vivisection? Torture? 


Some weird-ass tests and examinations? A couple or all of 
these? 


| should have gone alone, he thought, repeating that mantra 
in his head over 


and over. Maybe that was why he preferred to work alone. 
He just couldn"t watch 


Shit like this. 
“Hey,” he called out sharply to attract attention. 
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The ET looked up, black eyes inscrutable. His small nose 
was like that of a 


young child, lines soft, as if half-formed. The same with his 
thin lips. A rather 


unnerving combination of human and alien. 


“What are you doing?” Mikhail knew he was clutching at 
straws. He'd stand a 


much better chance of negotiating with a Yemenite terrorist 
or an Afghan warlord. 


He knew what they wanted, what made them tick, but in 
this case, even basic 


communication had failed so far. 
“Examining.” 


The alien didn"t speak aloud, but his calm, midrange tone 
sounded clearly in 


Mikhail"s head. 

“Vital signs. General condition.” 

“And then what?” 

“It is up to the commanders and elders.” 


That was hardly comforting, but for now he could only 
endure the impotent 


feeling of watching the alien technician press the various 
shiny metal instruments 


to D's body. It seemed liked a routine physical inspection: 
temperature, reflexes, 


respiration. D stirred when the alien lifted his eyelids to 
check his pupils, but he 


didn"t regain consciousness. 


When it was his turn, Mikhail studied the alien and decided 
to experiment. 


“Can you hear me?” 
The alien nodded. “Your voice is muffled, like a whisper.” 


Mikhail closed his eyes a moment and concentrated. “How is 
D? Is he ina 


coma? Will he recover?” 


The alien"s eyes seemed to widen as if he was taken aback, 
either by the 


question or a change in Mikhail"s communication. “He is 
recovering. He is—you both 


are unlike any who have been brought before.” 


Damn right, Mikhail thought, a wave of emotion climbing up 
in his throat. 


Focus. “Different in which way? Mentally? Physically?” 
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Calmly and without visible emotion, the alien checked his 
eyes. Mikhail 


wondered if that was because to them, he and D were just 
animals. Skinning a 


rabbit wouldn"t cause any emotion in him either. 


“More resilient to our weapons.” The alien paused for a 
moment. “It is 


important that we find out why.” 
“Which weapons?” 


“Exactly,” the alien responded. “We required physical 
violence to subdue you. 


The others of your species—they respond better to 
nonviolent means.” 


Mikhail couldn"t help but smile. “ You only understand the 
language of pain,” 


one of his superior officers had told him back in the old 
Soviet times. Which was, he 


reflected, one of the reasons he'd left in the first place. He 
wasn't a masochist. Far 


from it. 


The alien tech left as casually as it entered, and Mikhail 
looked toward D once 


more. Would the alien have told him anything beyond what 
he wanted to hear? Was 


D really going to be all right? 


Mikhail stretched his right arm and fingers as much as the 
restraints would 


allow. A centimeter at best, but it was that much closer. The 
soft slide of the door 


caught his attention, and he took one last look at D before 
turning to see what 


awaited them now. It was the alien tech or another alien 
tech. He couldn"t be sure. 


This one seemed distracted, nervous. 


He took out a thin, silver tube from the pocket of his lab 
coat. It looked like an 


old-fashioned penlight. He fiddled with what Mikhail 
assumed were the settings, 


then rushed to D"s side. 
“What"s wrong? What are you doing?” 


The tech didn"t answer, and Mikhail fought against his 
bonds. “What are you 


doing? Get the fuck away from him!” 
64 


Barbara Sheridan & Aleksandr Voinov 


Mikhail craned his neck as best he could to peer around the 
tech. The bastard 


was shooting a thin whitish laser into D"s head. Mikhail 
twisted, fought the bonds 


holding him back. “Leave him alone. | will fucking kill you for 
this.” 


The alien stopped and turned. 


Mikhail studied his unconscious lover. He seemed to be 
breathing, but was this 


his last breath? “You fucking bastard! I"ll kill every last one 
of you freaks.” 


The tech hesitated, then pointed the laser at Mikhail"s head. 
“The commander ordered it.” 


“Then I"Il kill him fucking first!” Mikhail felt a tightness—a 
heat, but it wasn"t 


heat—on his skull. 
His mind broke. 


x OK OK 


“Hey, care for a ride? | was going to grab a couple of beers 
or something.” 


Devon Dearborn stood in front of him. First time he"d seen 
the man in civilian 


clothes. Standing there, dark hair and short stubble on his 
face, Mikhail thought he 


looked even better. Of course, emerging sweaty and dusty 
from a tank was a good 


look too, but without his sixty tons or whatever of composite 
armor and steel 


encasing him and his gung ho comrades around him, there 
was something soft 


about the older Dearborn brother. 


Mikhail stood up from the sofa, tried to not think that kind of 
thought, but it 


was hard. Everything about Devon was sexy, from the way 
he seemed to grow 


impatient almost immediately, to the way his long, strong 
fingers played with the 


car keys, to the jeans emphasizing his long, powerful legs 
and small round ass. 


Mikhail wondered again if Devon would mind being offered a 
blowjob. There were 


plenty of straight men who didn"t say no to that. “I would 
like a ride very much.” 


The small town nearest the Dearborn vacation home in 
Virginia had only one 


bar, and on an unseasonably warm spring night it was 
packed to capacity. Mikhail 
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had no desire to sit in the smoky, stuffy tavern, ignoring the 
hungry looks of the 


women and the jealous looks of their nondescript escorts. 
“IIl grab a six-pack, and we'll go someplace else, okay?” 


Mikhail nodded and slipped back outside, ignoring the long 
looks from the 


locals coming and going. He trotted down the cracked 
cement steps and went to lean 


on the fender of D"s old SUV. His gaze never wavered from 
D"s handsome young 


face. 


“Sorry it took so long. The local talent was all twenty 
questions about you.” 


He doubted that. The younger man had the decided air of 
liquor on his breath. 


Bourbon was his guess. More than one shot. “What did you 
tell them?” 


“Told "em you"re an old family friend we met when my dad 
was stationed in 


Germany. | told the town skanks you"re spoken for.” 
Mikhail chuckled. 


D smacked his palm on the SUV"s hood as he went around 
to the driver's side. 


“Hop in. Time to put the pedal to the metal, my man. | only 
have three days left 


before it"s back to the daily grind.” 


D placed the key in the ignition but didn"t turn it. “So, are 
you?” 


Mikhail shut the door and settled back in the soft, worn 
leather seat. “Am | 


what?” 
“Married, shacking up, whatever?” 
Mikhail laughed and shook his head. 


D looked away and started the truck. He peeled out of the 
parking space with 


a squeal of tires and headed west. After a few kilometers up 
the main highway, he 


turned off onto a smaller dirt road that led up into the 
foothills. 


The night was blue-black, the air warm but with a hint of 
coolness now that 


the sun had gone down. The scent of new growth wafted in 
through the open 


windows. Mikhail leaned forward and turned down the 
volume on the blaring rock 
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music. “It"s my birthday,” he said almost as an 
afterthought, not even sure himself 


why he'd said it. 


D glanced over. “Yeah? Congrats. | should tell my mom. 
She'll bake you a 


helluva good cake. Mmmmm.” 


He licked his lips, and Mikhail felt his cock swell. It was hard 
looking at those 


lips and not imagining them sucking him. Shit. He should 
have done what he 


usually did on his birthday, or maybe head out to a gay bar 
and get laid. But he 


didn"t feel like the tenderness of strangers. Accepting his 
CIA contact Sam's 


invitation to rest and recover at his flat had been welcome, 
but he hadn"t expected 


the brother to show up. And with straight men, he never 
knew what they wanted. A 


buddy or a pair of lips and a throat. “Not sure how 
appropriate that would be.” 


The marriage question amused him. He wasn"t subtle, even 
if some gay guys 


accused him of acting straight. It was damned difficult to be 
a camp-acting 


mercenary, and he"d never got his head around why 
anybody would desire a man 


who acted like a bad caricature of a woman. He'd always 
figured they did that to 


appear unattractive to straight females. “I thought you"d 
heard. | know there were 


rumors about me in the camp in Bosnia.” 


D kept his eyes glued to the dark road. “Guys always talk 
smack, especially 


about crazy motherfuckers like you. Man, | can"t believe you 
do that shit.” He 


glanced over. “I"m glad as hell you"ve got the balls to haul 
ass to get shot-down 


coalition pilots home, but alone? The way things have been? 
Crazy, crazy shit.” 


So he was choosing to play it off. A pity, really. There was 
something about 


him. Something solid, dependable. Mikhail reached over and 
turned up the music 


again. 


They drove along the road, twisting and turning until the 
darkness of forest 


and foliage engulfed them. The road narrowed until D 
eventually cut the engine and 


put the truck into park. “We have to walk the rest of the 
way. It"s not far.” 


“| think we could handle it if it were.” 
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D laughed and ran his hand through his close-cropped hair. 
“Yeah, | guess we 


could.” He grabbed the six-pack from the floor and a six-cell 
Maglite from under the 


seat and got out. 


Mikhail let him lead the way in the unfamiliar territory and 
amused himself 


with watching that tight, denim-clad ass in the faint light 
penetrating the darkness. 


“I can't believe this weather. | guess all that global-warming 
shit is real after 


all.” 
“I Suppose.” 


D glanced back. The look was long and quite telling. This 
rough-and-tumble 


tanker was feeling sensations he wasn't used to feeling. 
Good-looking guy, pleasant, 


not a nasty bone in his body; Mikhail couldn"t help but think 
about it. While it was 


his birthday, maybe he felt charitable enough to offer that 
blowjob. A grateful 


handjob from D would be more than enough repayment for 
that. He wasn"t 


demanding, not with straight guys; he took what they 
offered, if they did. He was 


just tired of playing straight or uninterested when he wasn'"t 
either of those. And he 


was less likely to get his nose broken if the guy in question 
knew the score. 


Mikhail adjusted himself, saw D turn away. Would the tanker 
act on it? Did he 


have the courage? Or was he imagining things? One 
possibility was that D had 


heard about him—Mikhail sometimes found himself 
propositioned by straight guys 


with blue balls just based on a rumor or even his reputation. 
He trod carefully. 


Some soldiers had an overdeveloped sense of masculinity. 
Other men were fine 


doing whatever, including fucking and getting fucked, as 
long as there was not a 


word spoken. He wondered if Devon was one of those. 


The house came into view, a wide veranda that had to have 
a beautiful view of 


the land during daylight. This remote place seemed perfect 
for a holiday, to think 


things through, maybe recover from an illness or a wound. 
Mikhail breathed deeply 


but couldn"t smell any exhaust fumes, no sign of civilization 
but that house. 


“I come here sometimes to think.” Devon turned to him as if 
daring him to 


laugh at the idea that he did think. 
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“Seems like a good place,” Mikhail said. “Afghanistan is like 
that—just without 


running water most of the time.” Actually, Afghanistan 
wasn't at all like this, but 


that sense of emptiness and calm reminded him. Those 
were his favorite places. 


“You been there?” 


“That"s where everything started. Cold War, back in Soviet 
times. Some people 


call Afghanistan the Soviet Vietnam. | guess psychologically 
it did the same thing.” 


D watched him, as if surprised that Mikhail was speaking 
like that. He didn"t 


know why, but he wanted to share those stories. It was the 
kind of night to do 


outrageous things, like share memories with a stranger. 


The chill in the air was more pronounced, and Mikhail had 
no doubt they'd be 


freezing their asses off before long. As if reading his 
thoughts, D grinned when he 


handed over the flashlight so he could unlock the cabin 
door. “I guess that warm 


Florida air went home, and that cold shit is blowing back 
into town.” 


“I suppose.” Mikhail shut the door behind him and held the 
light so that D 


could get a small fire going in the hearth. 


The fire lit, he took a pair of candles in jars and lit them too 
before he set them 


atop the mantel. 
“Candlelight? Lovely,” Mikhail said with a suggestive wink. 


D"s face paled in the warm glow of the growing fire. Then 
his jaw tensed, 


showing the strong soldier he was down to the marrow. 
“Hey. That"s my mom"s 


thing. She said there's lemon and herbal shit in there to get 
the mustiness out of the 


” 


air. 


“I was teasing,” Mikhail answered softly. He turned off the 
flashlight and 


pulled the dustcover off the brown plaid sofa opposite the 
matching chair D just 


uncovered with a yank. The cans of beer were on the oval 
oak table between the sofa 


and chair. They each grabbed a can, popped the top, and 
sat back with their feet on 


the tabletop. 

D raised his drink. “Happy birthday, Mikhail.” 
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They drank and slipped into easy conversation. Nothing 
world shaking, mostly 


sharing memories, most pleasant and many less so. They 
polished off the remaining 


beers between them. Then D excused himself to go outside 
to piss. Mikhail shifted 


on the well-worn sofa. He could hear the drawing up of D"s 
zipper, but the younger 


man didn't immediately come back inside. Instead he 
stepped back into view and 


leaned against the wooden support of the porch roof. 


Arms folded over his well-toned chest, biceps defined in the 
snug fit of his T- 


Shirt, the bulge at his crotch evident. It was clearly an 
invitation. Or was it? 


Mikhail drained the final drops of beer from his can and 
crushed the 


aluminum with a tightening of his fist. He went outside and 
relieved his own 


bladder in full view of the younger man, who, to his surprise, 
stared not at his 


semierect dick but at his eyes, as if he too was trying to 
decide where this night 


should lead. Zipping up, Mikhail then crossed the long, 
narrow porch, his gaze 


never wavering. 


“I"m twenty-seven. I"ll be twenty-eight in a couple of 
months, and | don"t recall 


ever deciding if I"m straight or gay or bi or anything other 
than just me.” D shook 


his head and ran his fingers through his hair. “I"ve fucked 
women. It was good. All 


sex is good sex, right?” He grinned as if it was expected, 
and Mikhail did likewise, 


remaining silent, giving Devon that chance to continue 
thinking aloud. 


ia lhe 


ve served with guys who were good-looking and who 
gave me second and 


third looks, but shit. | learned from my first after-school job 
that you don"t fuck the 


ones you work with.” D frowned, shook his head, and leaned 
it back against the 


rough-hewn support post, his gaze cast up. 


Mikhail leaned back against the cabin"s outer wall and 
waited. He was expert 


at waiting. D looked at him, those big brown eyes of his so 
intense, a maelstrom of 


emotion that reached out and hit him like an unseen piece 
of shrapnel. 


D stepped forward, his sneakers silent on the wooden 
planks. “I can probably 


count on my fingers the number of times I"ve fucked a 
woman or gotten a blowjob 
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from some shit-faced guy in an overseas bar.” He held up 
his right hand. “Meet my 


fiancé.” 


Devon closed his eyes, exhaled in frustration, and shot a 
punch to the 


doorjamb on Mikhail"s immediate right. He banged his 
forehead with much less 


force, then hit the wall with the side of his fist. 


Mikhail watched in stunned silence, for the first time ata 
loss for words or 


action. “I can find my own way back.” 
D shot his hand out to seize Mikhail"s wrist. “Stay.” 


What for? Mikhail thought. | don"t want to watch you tear 
yourself open. I"ve 


heard so much self-loathing in people's voices, it"ll last me 
a lifetime. It was his 


fortieth birthday, and if he didn"t have his own regrets, he 
didn"t actually need to 


hear anybody else"s. “What are you after? A blowjob ora 
friend?” Shit, that came 


out wrong. 


D looked him up and down, seemingly undecided. Mikhail 
thought he should 


retract the question and maybe offer both, but then D 
answered, “I want to know 


what it feels like.” 
“It?” 


“Fucking. Anal sex.” 


“And you think all gay guys do that?” 


“You don"t?” The way D, semidrunk, stared at him was too 
endearing to make 


him angry. 


“| do.” Mikhail closed his hand around D's and thought, 
damn, touching him 


felt good. He wanted to touch him and explore him and fuck 
him. But a straight guy 


who had no clue and seemed to be just curious? Half-drunk 
too? He'd be up for it if 


it had been just some kind of stranger, but Sam was a good 
contact, maybe evena 


friend, and he liked Devon. “I usually top.” 
“Means you do the fucking...” 

God, he was so clueless. 
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Much later, Mikhail realized if he"d been a bit more ruthless, 
he"d have 


dragged Devon to bed, shown him the ropes, and 
disappeared the next morning as 


he"d done so many times before, but this time he stayed. 


Partly because D had learned so well and so quickly, but 
mostly because he"d 


asked about the tattoo of Ivan Czarevitch and the firebird 
and seemed genuinely 


interested in hearing the answer. 


“Long ago a mighty czar possessed the finest orchard in the 
land. But every 


night a mysterious bird that glowed gold and had crystalline 
eyes swooped down to 


steal golden apples from the czar"s favorite tree. He ordered 
his three sons to stop 


the bird, to capture it and bring it back alive. 


“For this he would give the victorious son half his kingdom 
and the remaining 


half as an inheritance upon his death. The older brothers 
were full of themselves, 


boastfully claiming the prize as they waited in the dark 
orchard, but they soon tired 


from their braggadocio. The youngest son, Ivan, remained 
vigilant. 


“When the bird appeared to steal more apples, Ivan crept 
upon it, then leaped 


with all his might, but he could only pluck a single tail 
feather before the bird 


escaped.” 


Mikhail paused and felt himself succumb to the warmth of 
Devon's eyes. Not 


one to be made sentimental by a little alcohol, he shrugged 
it off and stood. “There"s 


more to the fable, of course, but | chose this scene because 
it sums up my life so 


well. Every time | want something badly, | only get the tail.” 
He refused to read 


anything into the furrowing of D's brow and excused himself 
to take a piss. 


When he returned, Devon was still sitting up in the rumpled 
bed, a light 


blanket drawn up to his waist. Still looking pensive, D stared 
straight ahead, 


scratching his left shoulder. He looked over as Mikhail 
grabbed for his pants. The 


power of that dark gaze stopped Mikhail. 


“| get that, about the tat. It"s part of who you are, like mine. 
„Death Before 


Dismount" is more than words. I"d rather die than give less 
than one hundred and 


ten percent or do anything to boost my ego or standing if it 
means putting my crew 
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at risk. I"d die before | dishonored their commitment to the 
brigade or their faith in 


me as their commander.” 


Mikhail paused, reading nothing but the truth in that earnest 
young face. An 


idealism he had been born without, it felt sometimes. Higher 
ambitions, aspirations. 


Where Mikhail was selfish, Devon was altruistic, ready to lay 
his life down for 


something he believed in. And what one-night stand had 
ever got to him like that? 


“I hope you never lose that faith, Devon.” He buckled the 
belt and reached for his 


Shirt. “Oh, and call me Misha. Easier on your American 
throat. That"s what friends 


call me.” 


* OK OK 


Mikhail heard his own groan in his ears. His mind was still 
half filled with 


images of D, sweat-gleaming muscle, lips opening to take 
him in, D asleep on his 


belly, legs open enough that Mikhail could have fucked him 
if he"d wanted. And that 


mad tenderness that lay at the bottom of it all and 
transformed into desperation 


when he remembered where he was. 
Still in the lab. Still a prisoner. 


Two people were in the room—the tech, who adjusted 
something on a metal 


instrument, and another of those reptiles. This one was so 
dark green it was almost 


black, with lighter markings on its belly and shoulders. It 
had two small bone ridges 


on its head and neck, not unlike some lizards. The reptile 
regarded D, then stepped 


over to the unconscious American and ran his flat palm from 
D"s throat toward his 


cock. Which, Mikhail noted, was hard. He was hard too, 
thanks to those dreams or 


visions he"d had. He"d never awoken from unconsciousness 
hard like this, and it was 


impossible to hide it in this position. 


He didn't like the fact that this ET had claws, and even 
though it wasn"t using 


them, he didn"t want to watch it close its four-fingered hand 
around D"s cock. 
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Chapter Six 


Mikhail inhaled sharply when the reptilian ran the tips of its 
claws over the 


bulge in D"s pants. His concern shifted quickly into rage. If 
the scaly bastard hurt 


him— 


The alien swiveled its head. “The time for that shall come. 
For the present, you 


creatures amuse me.” 


It strode to the door, giving Mikhail no more attention than 
Mikhail would 


give a bug on the pavement. But the sound of D groaning 
drew his attention from 


the alien. 
“D. Devon, can you hear me?” 


D"s eyes fluttered open. He winced against the brightness of 
the light. “Feel 


like shit. Where are we?” 
“In a lab, exam room, something.” 


After blinking a few times, D turned his head. “I"ve had 
concussions before, but 


| don"t think | ever dreamed. | was dreaming—” 
“That first night?” 


“Yeah. You too?” 


Lips pursed, Mikhail nodded. 


“Weird.” D licked his lips. “Shit, I"m thirsty.” He closed his 
eyes for a moment. 


“What do you think"s going to happen? My guess—we'"re 
dead men walking.” He 


sighed and stretched his fingers toward Mikhail. “Fucking 
shit timing for that, eh?” 


Mikhail smiled at him, forcing himself not to acknowledge 
his fear. Right now, 


they were both breathing and very much alive. “There's 
never a good time for that.” 
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His life so far had been good, apart from an awful lot of tail 
feathers he"d collected, 


but D was much younger and so much more precious. 
Watching him die would be 


worse than dying himself. Stop it, he admonished himself. 


The alien tech came closer to place something like a 
greenish gray metal collar 


around Mikhail"s neck. 


“You cannot break this. If you attack, you will suffer,” he 
warned when the 


collar closed. 


Gotcha, asshole, Mikhail thought, and watched how that 
control device was 


latched around D"s neck too. Then guards appeared, four 
looming lizard men. Their 


restraints were opened, and they were both dragged to their 
feet and shoved down 


the corridor, where they were then locked into an empty 
cell. At least they were not 


stretched out and tied down again. 


Mikhail waited for the door to close, then ran his hands 
along the collar. One 


thing he"d learned so far was that those alien bastards 
didn"t have any sense of 


humor, and he assumed they didn"t even get the concept of 
lying. That would be 


quite difficult, in any case, reading somebody"s mind. 


“I think they read our memories...but what they are 
planning to do with that, 


no fucking clue.” He reached out to touch D"s face. 
x OK OX 
D leaned into the touch, then began to laugh. 


Mikhail pulled back and folded his arms across his chest. 
“And this amuses 


you why?” 


Shaking his head, D touched Misha"s shoulder, then stepped 
to press his back 


against the wall and slid down into a crouch. “It"s not you. 
It"s Ruiz, my loader. He 


had a thing for this girl in supply who was crazy into 
romance novels. She used to 


get boxes of "em sent from home, and she insisted that Ruiz 
read some of her 


favorites. 
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“We were so fucking bored one time we made him read one 
to us aloud. It was 


some suspense thing, and this couple was on the run from 
the drug runners or the 


mafia or some shit, and yet they never failed to take a 
couple of minutes to dodge 


the bullets and get a quick fuck in.” 


Mikhail crouched beside him. He looked over. Those icy blue 
eyes of his were 


as intense as always, but this time they didn"t hold that 
usual calculating look that 


always lurked beneath the surface. This time D was certain 
he was catching a rare 


glimpse of Misha"s soul... 


Shit. Now who was turning into some sappy-assed romantic? 
And yet when 


Misha spoke, his own soul responded in kind. 


“I think we passed through the nothing-but-a-quick-fuck 
stage a long time ago, 


my friend.” 


“I think you"re right.” D unfolded his arms and tentatively 
touched the back of 


Misha"s hand. He smiled when the Russian's fingers clasped 
his. Still holding 


Mikhail"s hand, he scanned the sterile white cell. “They 
probably have this place 


wired for sound and video.” 
“Probably,” Mikhail agreed. “Do you care?” 


D shrugged and tightened his grip. He stood, pulling Misha 
up with him. “1 


might, but not with a death sentence hanging over us. I"m 
not checking out with 


unfinished business between us.” 


Misha grabbed his neck and pulled him close, leaned 
against the wall, then 


kissed him. There was something tender and desperate in 
that kiss, and D found he 


could respond in kind. Maybe that was the best way to 
spend their last bit of time. 


Worst thing about that was that he hadn't lived his whole 
life like it could end any 


minute. Being with Misha was bittersweet, because he 
always wanted more time. 


So much for not allowing the Russian merc to get under his 
skin. So much for 


not jeopardizing his life, his family, his career, his crew. So 
much for “don"t ask, 


don"t tell,” which in his book made it impossible to have a 
relationship. Too much 


hiding, too much subterfuge—it was easier to stay single. 
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He pressed up against Mikhail, strangely reassured by the 
tall, solid presence, 


the man's experience, that stoicism that could be so 
infuriating but that right now 


anchored him. He wasn't really afraid to die; the fear was in 
not knowing how or 


when. And not having a fighting chance. They won nothing 
from this. They hadn"t 


come close to even finding their objective. It was all so 
pointless, apart from the fact 


that Mikhail was there too. Small consolation, but it was 
something. 


He stroked them both, felt Mikhail thrust against him, 
holding him tight, 


unreserved, completely trusting and exclusively his. Shit, 
he"d known for a long 


time that Misha loved him. They didn"t have to say it; there 
was no possible doubt 


left, and hadn"t been for years. 


“Tell me... If we"d succeeded here...what would have 
happened?” 


Mikhail groaned and came when he did before he answered, 
holding him close. 


“I"d have...flown to Zurich and got my money...” Mikhail 
kissed his throat and neck. 


“Looked for a house...close to your base.” 
“You would?” 
Mikhail kissed him on the lips again. “Yes. Why not?” 


“Maybe | find the idea of you as a housewife waiting for me 
in the evening a bit 


strange.” 
Misha laughed. “So I"d be just Major Dearborn"s boy toy?” 


D chuckled. “Oh yeah, | like that promotion, but you"re 
older, so it"s more like 


Captain Dearborn"s sugar daddy.” 


He loved Mikhail Volkov"s sardonic smile and the look of 
possessiveness in his 


eyes. D didn't mind dying with that as a final mental image. 
He leaned in for one 


last kiss, then tucked himself back into his pants. 


“I say we go out swinging. The fuckers might rip us to 
shreds with those claws 


and teeth, but they"re going to have to work for it if they 
want my ass as a midnight 


snack.” 


“Definitely.” Mikhail cracked his knuckles. “If it bleeds, it can 
be killed.” 
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They didn"t have to wait long for the door to open again. It 
was one of the 


lighter green reptiles, and it held something that looked like 
a disk with a few metal 


loops for the fingers. It was more the way the reptile held it 
that gave D pause. 


Weapon? Or some weird mind-control shit? 


“The elders have decided you will be killed,” it said. 


D glanced at Misha, who pursed his lips. “You can try,” he 
said, and D grinned. 


Of course Misha wouldn"t check out without saying that one 
last time. But checking 


out was the last thing on Misha"s mind. The moment that 
clawed hand with that 


disk pointed his way, the big Russian acted, hesitating only 
a split second when the 


pain started. D saw Misha grimace as if he'd been shot, but 
he still fought. With a 


deceptively simple-looking movement, Mikhail pushed the 
arm aside, stepped close 


to the reptile, and punched it hard in the throat. Flailing, the 
reptile staggered back 


against the wall. The claws came down in a vicious sweep, 
but again Misha, despite 


being racked by pain, evaded the attack before he retaliated 
by elbowing the reptile 


in the snout, putting all his weight, strength, and anger 
behind the movement. D 


winced at the dry crack of breaking teeth. He kept one eye 
on the door while Misha 


was locked in brutal hand-to-claw combat with the reptile, 
trading punches and 


kicks and wrestling holds with an enemy that either felt no 
pain or kept going 


regardless. Mikhail didn"t enjoy that advantage; he was 
covered in sweat, eyes wide 


with pain and a manic determination that was fearsome to 
behold. 


The hisses and grunts might be heard outside, and D moved 
to welcome 


whoever might come to check, regardless of the impulse to 
help Misha. The collar 


would cause the same pain to him. 


Misha"s brutally efficient movements looked like half 
Russian Systema, half 


Israeli Krav Maga, and D noticed how Misha ensured he 
evaded each and every hit. 


He merely used the reptile"s body mechanics to beat his 
vastly stronger foe—the 


only way to not get his bones smashed. 


But strength isn"t everything, D thought, admiring his 
lover's fierceness. For 


such a bulky man, Misha was oddly graceful when he 
fought, despite the agony he 
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endured from the collar. He was so efficient that it looked 
effortless, but the flush in 


his face and the way he breathed betrayed that he was 
giving 150 percent and 


battling the pain in his body too. D didn"t see any way he 
could help. Chances were 


he"d get in Misha"s way, but his fists were itching to get 
some punches in himself. 


Just when it looked like the reptile had had enough, the 
creature struck Misha in 


the gut, claws raking across the flesh. Misha staggered 
back. The reptile closed in, 


and D rushed forward to protect Misha. 


Right at that moment, Misha grabbed the hand with that 
silver disk, hit the 


inside of the elbow with a nasty downward punch to bend it, 
turned the disk toward 


the reptile, and forced the clawed fingers together. A high- 
pitched whine almost tore 


their eardrums, and there was a discharge that felt as if 
lightning had struck very 


close by. The reptile vanished. Where it had stood, a yellow 
greenish cloud not 


unlike mist remained before the drops settled. 


Misha leaned against the wall, breathing hard through his 
nose to control the 


pain, one arm pressed around his gut, his free hand gripping 
the silver disk. 


“Are you all right?” 


“Feel like | wrestled a T. rex while getting my brain stomped 
on,” Misha 


muttered, steadying himself against the wall. “Fuck. That 
was close.” He carefully 


straightened and checked his belly, but the claw marks 
there didn"t look worse than 


deep scratches. That counted as a glancing blow, but 
Misha"s grimace told him it 


was anything but. 
“Door's open,” D murmured. 


“Yeah. Gimme a moment.” Misha'"s lips quirked with 
sarcasm. “Not sixteen 


anymore. | need a bit longer to recover these days.” 
D huffed laughter. 


Misha examined the silver disk, which was clearly not 
fashioned for human 


hands. Where it had rested comfortably in the reptile"s 
hand, in Misha"s it was 


oversize, forcing him to splay his fingers wide. “I"d be 
fucked if | knew how to shoot 
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that thing,” Misha remarked, tightening his grip around it. 
“Some kind of 


pressure... But where...?” 


“Let"s go. They might have heard...or sensed...” D urged, 
and Misha relented, 


sliding the disk into the back of his pants. 


As D opened the door, he came face-to-chest with the dark 
green reptile 


bastard and cursed. The alien was pointing one of those 
disks at him. Just his luck, 


running into enemies that were all connected. 


“Looks like it"s our dance now, bitch,” D said, mentally 
preparing himself to 


suffer a lot of pain or just to cease existing, like the other 
reptile. Death before 


dismount. 


With its empty hand, the dark green alien gestured to its 
throat, indicating 


their collars. “/t will not be necessary. | will release you. You 
intrigue me.” 


“What about the hostages?” 


“Hostages?” 


“The scientists you captured,” D added. “We were sent to 
bring them back.” 


“You were sent because we requested better material than 
we had before.” 


Sent? They"d been set up? The fucking CIA had made them 
walk into the base 


only to be captured? He remembered Sam"s nervousness, 
the fact that he didn"t 


have that level of clearance, and wondered if even Sam had 
been set up. He hoped 


for his brother's sake that Sam had been played too. 
Because if he hadn"t been, he"d 


Pay. 
“Cain and Abel. An interesting pair.” 


The voice ringing in his head caught D unawares. “Cain and 
Abel to the 


hundredth power, my man,” he said aloud. 


“In addition, you displayed new characteristics we were 
unaware of.” 


“What, being gay?” D asked and caught Mikhail"s glance. 
Later, he thought. 


He nodded to Misha, who caught the gist of it. 
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“We are not all the same,” the alien said, as if that 
explained anything. Maybe 


in their world and culture, it did, but right now, D didn"t 
care. 


D grabbed the collar. “Get these fuckers off.” 
“Soon. Once you get to the tunnel.” 


D looked at Misha again. Yeah, this might be a setup too, but 
what the fuck 


did they have to lose now? “Hoo-ya. Let"s do this,” D said 
with a grin. He gave the 


wall a quick double slap. “Death before dismount, 
motherfuckers!” 


The reptilian took the lead, with D and Mikhail behind. It had 
one of those 


lighter green aliens bringing up the rear. 


They traversed a series of corridors much like the ones 
they"d first entered, but 


as they went into the bowels of the base, they saw more 
aliens—some like that 


humanoid lab tech, but most like the gray generic aliens 
he'd always seen in movies. 


Some humans were scattered there as well—civilians and a 
few aliens and military 


on guard, the human guards holding their carbines at the 
ready, or to D"s mind, a 


little too tightly, almost like security blankets. 


Crazy, crazy shit. Part of him pitied the poor bastards. He 
doubted they'd 


make it out alive—or even sane. They passed lab areas of 
varying sizes, and D was 


certain he caught glimpses of weaponry being assembled 
and maybe even one of 


those weird little emerald tablets the spook had stolen from 
the museum curator 


back in Iraq. 


D spun around when Mikhail made an odd noise in his throat 
and muttered 


something in Russian. D craned his neck to see inside a 
wide door sliding shut. 


What the fuck? Was that a water tank with gray babies 
floating it? What. The. 


Fuck? 
“Cloning.” 


They turned and passed into a long, deserted corridor 
sealed off at either end 


with doors. After the first door shut behind them, the dark 
green alien stopped and 


turned. It gestured for D and Mikhail to get behind him, and 
then it calmly stared 
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at the light green reptilian and blasted it into oblivion with 
his disk. All that 


remained in the air was that sulfurous odor and the prickly 
feel of static electricity. 


Mikhail gave a small hiss. “Fuck, | want one of those.” 


“Highly unlikely,” the alien remarked drily and regarded him 
with what 


seemed interest, or maybe the expression meant something 
else. D had 


underestimated how unnerving it was being unable to read 
an enemy's responses. 


“Give me the one you took.” 


“It was worth a try,” Misha said and reluctantly reached 
behind himself. The 


dark green alien tensed visibly when Misha pulled the disk 
out. “Haven"t worked 


out how it"s activated, anyway,” Misha said, but the regret 
at losing that toy was 


evident. He still handed the weapon over. 
The reptilian motioned toward the far door. “Step through.” 


“What about you?” D asked. He was loath to leave this ET to 
get obliterated for 


insubordination—or whatever the aliens did to each other. 


The reptile stared at him blankly, seemingly not 
understanding the meaning 


of the question. “This will take you home.” 


Mikhail tapped D on the shoulder and went through first. 
Behind was a cabin 


fitted neatly into the rock and sitting on a rail. Magnetic, D 
reckoned. The door 


opened, and one of the little gray aliens stared at them, 
black eyes widening with 


what might be surprise. Before Misha could attack, D did. 
Clearly he"d just about 


had it with the alien bastards. The moment they locked 
eyes, a terrible pressure 


built up in his head. It felt as if his brain was swelling and 
pressing against his 


skull. The pain was fierce, but D attacked regardless, taking 
hold of the child-size 


figure. Its skin felt strangely rubbery, tough in any case, as 
he took the oversize 


head. With more strength than D would have expected, the 
little guy thrashed in 


his grip. The pain in D"s head reached a nauseating 
crescendo, and with more 


anguish over the pain than his anger, he broke the gray 
alien"s neck. 
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The pain stopped immediately, but his head felt sore and 
throbbed, worse than 


what his mother had told him of her migraines. He went 
down on his knees and 


heaved, but nothing came out. And Misha had fought with 
that? Wow. 


“Come on. You can do that inside.” Mikhail pulled him up 
and all but pushed 


him inside that cabin. He thought he saw a last glimpse of 
the dark green alien, 


which was punching in some kind of code in the tunnel 
they'd just left. Then a 


powerful force pressed them into seats that were clearly 
fitted for the much larger 


aliens. The cabin suddenly began to move and accelerated 
at an insane speed until 


it stopped just as abruptly as it had started. 


The capsule opened by itself, and they staggered out. 
Mikhail looked as pale as 


D felt. 


“Holy shit,” D said. He took a moment to catch his breath 
and let his empty 


stomach settle. They were in a corridor much like the last 
one they"d been in, only it 


seemed a bit shorter. He gave the door opposite them a 
long, hard look, then turned 


to Mikhail. “It could be a trap. There could be a crew of 
those fuckers waiting to 


blast us.” 


Mikhail winked and jerked him forward for a swift, hard kiss. 
“If it can bleed, 


it can die. I"Il get at least one before it gets me.” 
“Arrogant motherfucker,” D said with a smile. 


Bracing themselves, they walked side by side to the other 
door. It slid open 


like an automatic door at a shopping mall. A foyer of sorts 
lay before them, witha 


long flight of drab cement steps leading up to who knew 
where. 


“It feels like a setup,” D said softly as they climbed one 
flight, turned a 


landing, then climbed another. 


Mikhail nodded and clasped D"s shoulder. 


D smiled, taking in that handsome Russian face one last 
time as they rounded 


another bend and came face-to-face with another door. But 
unlike the others, this 


one had a handle. D pressed his ear to the door and looked 
back questioningly. 


Mikhail did the same and seemed equally surprised. 
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Mikhail gripped the handle and opened the door a fraction 
to peer out. Once he 


did, the sounds of busy urban life surrounded them. They 
exited the door, which 


locked behind them with a soft click. There was no handle or 
knob to go back 


through. 


“What the...?” D"s voice trailed off as he looked around and 
got his bearings. “l 


don"t fucking believe it. We"re back in DC.” 


They exited the Metro station and gauged their 
Surroundings. A slow smile 


spread across Mikhail"s face. “Fancy that. | believe the 
Central Intelligence offices 


are just that way.” 


“It looks like Brother Sam has some explaining to do.” 


They left a message at the front desk—Mikhail reminded 
him that he wasn't 


walking into the belly of the beast again—then found 
themselves a nice café just 


around the corner. They ordered a proper breakfast: 
pancakes for Mikhail, 


scrambled eggs and bacon for D, and half a gallon of freshly 
squeezed orange juice 


for the both of them. 


Their domestic bliss was shattered when Sam entered the 
café. Mikhail placed 


a hand on D's fingers. “We're in public,” the Russian 
murmured, and D nodded. 


Fuck, he wasn"t made for clandestine shit. 
“What are you two doing here?” Sam asked. 


“Apart from holding hands?” Mikhail asked. “Having 
breakfast on your 


expense account.” 


D gave his brother a smile. And what a chilling smile it was. 
It even took 


Mikhail back for a moment. He had every right to voice his 
opinions, but for now he 


decided to let the usually taciturn D have his say. 


“You conniving, worthless little piece of shit,” D said softly 
before sipping his 


juice. “You set us up.” He put the glass down, and his gaze 
took on an even more 


cold-blooded cast. “Why?” 

“Set you up? | didn"t. What happened?” 
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D clutched his unused salad fork, his eyes never leaving his 
younger brother"s 


face. “I can make you hurt with this, Sammy, and if | can"t 
bring myself to kill you, 


he can,” he said, indicating Mikhail with a curt nod. 


Sam looked at each of them, his lips a thin line, his gaze 
steady but without 


guilt or trepidation. He leaned in closer to his brother. “I told 
you the objective as | 


knew it.” 


Still staring, D let the fork fall with a gentle chink to the 
tabletop. He sipped 


his juice again. “They wanted better specimens for 
dissection. Just like in high 


school. You remember cutting up the rats in biology lab? You 
remember, right? You 


puked for days over that.” He leaned in close enough to 
touch his forehead to his 


brother's. “They wanted to do that to me—to us.” 
“I didn"t know, D. | swear to God.” 


D finished his eggs while Mikhail mopped up the last of his 
pancakes, both 


ignoring Sam as he tried to question them on how they"d 
escaped.[0] 


“Well, what will you do?” Sam asked when the waitress 
removed the empty 


plates. 


D leaned back in his chair. “We should haul ass to the 
Washington Post, then 


up to NYC to the Times, then out to LA—” 


“You don"t want to do that.” Sam"s expression was graver 
than Mikhail had 


ever seen. 
“Why the fuck not, Sammy?” 
“Because,” Sam said simply. 


“Because,” Mikhail continued for him, “we'd be dead before 
the story hit the 


front page—if it ever did.” 


D"s jaw tensed. “You'd kill your own fucking brother. You 
conniving fucker.” 


“?wouldn't, D.” 


“But one of your many colleagues would,” Mikhail said. He 
stood. D did 


likewise. “Leave a nice tip, won"t you?” 
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They started to leave, but D stopped and went back to the 
table where Sam 


was pulling payment for the bill from his wallet. “Did the old 
man know?” 


Sam shook his head. “He knew less than me.” 


“Good. Then tell him to take his recommission orders and 
shove "em up his ass. 


I"m out for good.” 


* OK OK 


“Do you believe that, about your father not knowing what 
you were headed 


for?” Mikhail asked as they exited the café. 


D shrugged. “I need to.” 


Mikhail nodded and began walking with no particular 
destination in mind. D 


walked alongside. 
“What happens now?” 


“We should probably start looking over our shoulders and 
watching each 


other's back.” 


D snorted. “Sammy and his black-hearted pals are the least 
of my worries. He 


owes us, and we're clearly useful to him. You know damn 
well what | mean is, what 


happens with us?” 


Mikhail glanced over. “I think I"Il retire. I"m too old for this 
shit.” 


D laughed. “So what does a retired merc do?” 


Mikhail shrugged and stopped at an intersection, waiting for 
the traffic signal 


to change. “The same thing a retired tanker boy does, | 
Suppose.” 


D"s smile rivaled the morning sun. “Hoo-fucking-ya.” 
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